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ABSTRACT 

In recent years the American College Test (ACT) score 
decline has been largely due to the changed pool of test^takers if 
the linited data studied here have applicability to the national 
scene. Data froA state testing progx^afts and the National Assessment 
"cTf^ducat^i^hTl^Pf^y^r'e^^^ Ver'e' us^ed 't^o'^d'ete^tt^ wh^o taWs^^th^e t:est and 
hotr veil prepared they are. Besults for one and tiro states shotred 
that in recent years different people have been taking the test and 
that starting in the late 1960*s and continuing to the present^ they 
have likely been less prepared than previously. For their part 
colleges and universities trould seei to have adapted to the declining 
admissions scores of their in*cofting students. Score decline over the 
past ten years of about tiro percent to three percent of a standard 
deviation per year has been typical* There is variation by subject 
matter field and there are marked sex differences. Overall the scores 
of men have not declined appreciably over the last five years^ but 
the scores of vomen have declined considerably. This trend has beea 
accompanied by an increase in the percentage of vomen among 
ACT-tested students. The percentage of high scoring students has 
remained about the same over the last five years^ trhile the 
percentage of loir scoring students has increased. (BC) 
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Declining Admissions. Test Scores 



ABSTRACT 

Questions surrounding declining admissions test scores are being asked by teachers, school ad- 
ministrators, arxi state agencies. The general public as well as the measurement profession is in- 
volved in consideration of the issues. To better inform these discussions we explore in this report 
the dimensions of the decline in ACT scores. Some generalizations are possible about the nature 
of il^o decline. Over the last 10 years the decline in test score averages has been experienced t»y 
both ACT and SAT» and the extent of the decline— about 2% to 3% of a standard deviation per 
year— has been similar for both programs. There is variation by subiect matter field; the decline in 
ACT scores has been most marked in social studies, there has been np- decline in natural sci- 
ences, and there has been some decline in English and mathematics, the decline in test score 
averages has been accompanied by an increased variability in the academic achievement of stu- 
dents tested. Declining admissions test scores are a national phenomenon, occurring in all regions 
and in nearly ail states. The percentage of ACT-tested high scoring students has remained about 
the same over the last five years, while the percentage of low scoring students has increased. 
There are marked sex differences. Overall the scores of men have not declined appreciably over 
- .theJast-five-^years>.but.the-scores-of„women.have.dedined-conskJerably.-This*trend-^^ 
companied t^y an increase in the percentage of women among ACT-tested students. 

Two possible explanations for declining admissions test scores were examined. The first con^ 
cerned who takes the test and the second, how well-prepared they are. To deal with these ques- 
tions it was necessary to use data from state testing programs and the National Assessment since 
ACT data describe college-bound students and not high school students generally. Our results for 
one and two states showed that in recent years, different people have probably been taking the 
test, and that starting in the late ig60's and continuing to the present, high school students have 
likely been less well-prepared than previously. In different years one factor likely has more influ- 
ence than the other and in other years they combine in their influence. If the limited data studied 
here have applicability to the national scene, we would conclude that in recent years the ACT 
score decline has been largety due to the changed poot of test-takers. For their part colleges and 
universities would seem to have adapted to the declining admissions scores of their incoming stu- 
dents. 
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Declining Admissions Test Scores 



Leo A. Munday' 



Tabie 1 

DECLINiNG NATIONAL ADMfSSfONS TEST 
SCORES* 





SAT 




ACT 




Score Averages 


Score Averages 


Year 


Verbai 


Math. 


Composrte 


1962-63 


478 


502 


NA 


1963-64 


475 


498 


NA 


1964-65 


473 


496 


19.9 


1965-66 


471 


496 


20.0 


1966-67 


467 


495 


19.4 


1967-68 


466 


494 


19.0 


1968-69 


462 


491 


19.4 


1969-70 


460 


488 


19.5 


1970-71 


454 


487 


18.9 


1971-72 


450 


482 


18.8 


1972-73 


443 


481 


18.9 


1973-74 


440 


478 


18.7 


1974-75 


434 


472 


NA 



SAT-^cholastic Aptitude Test. Scale ranges 
from 200 to 800. 



AtT— American College^'^n^ting Tfogfafn. 

Scate ranges from 1 to 36. 

NA— Not AvailaUe. tn the early years it was felt 
the number of student records on which 
the ACT figures were based were chang- 
ing too rapidly for reliable year to year 
comparisons. 

* Reprinted by permissfon of Editorial Research Re- 
ports. Washington, D.C. 



Few educational issues in recent years have 
gripped the imaginatFon of Ihe popular press like the 
findir>g that admissFons test scores have dedined. It 
is true that littie factual information is available to the 
public or anyone else about the operation of schools 
and colleges, and even less is available about 
changing educational results or outcomes of our edu- 
cational institutions. In this situatFon the phenomenon 
of declining admissFons test scores was viewed by 
many as a sign that something was or might be 
wrong with our educatFonal system. 

But It IS premature to consider how we should view 
the dedining scores. First we should marshall the 
most pertinent facts we have about the phenomenon, 
analyze the infomnation arxi look for patterns* and fi- 
nally develop interpretations that are most consistent 
with the facts. To accomplish these tasks is the pur* 
pose of this report. We begin t)y exploring the nature 
of the problem. 

Dimensions of the 
Admissions Test Score Decline 

Most of the discussFons of declining test scores 
have focused on experience with admissions tests. 
.IbiUm majo;_Mfena! 

admissFons, ACT and SAT, have both reported year* 
by-year declining test score averages. Table 1 taken 
from a nationally syndicated newspaper column by 
Suzanne De Lesseps. reports the averages for ACT 
and SAT over a 10-year period. We have verified the 
accuracy of the ACT data from ACT records, arxi we 
assume that the SAT data are reported with compa- 
rable accuracy. 

How much decline has occurred on a national ba- 
sis? For the last 10 years (1964-65 through 1973*74) 
for which data were available, ACT Composite aver- 
age scores declined t.2 starxiard scores, or about 
one-fifth of a standard deviation of the overall distri- 
butFon of scores. On a per-year basis this would 
mean the average ACT decline is about 2% of a 
standard deviatFon. For the same 10 years SAT Ver- 
bal average scores declined 33 standard scores, or 
about 33% of a standard deviation. SAT Math aver- 
age scores declined only 18 standard scores in this 
same period of time, however, or about 18% of a 
standard deviation. Combining the Verbal and Math 
scores* this would mean the average SAT decline is 
about 25% of a standard deviation over 10 years> or 
about 2% or 3% of a starxiard deviation on a per- 
year basis. We conclude the size of the decline has 



been comparable for the two programs, ACT and 
SAT. Further, the magnitude of the decline in any 
given year, at least for the years reported, is small 
and would lii^^ly warrant little concern if it were not 
for the year to year downward trend. As with inflation 
figures people wonder, when will it stop and what is 
behind the overall trend? 



'The author is indet>tod Id Looriard S. Feldt, University of Iowa, 
artd Daltis Peny, Uhiversity of Minnesola, for their comments on 
an eartief drafi of Ihis manuscrfpi, to Jean Tucker of ACT for her 
editorial sug^tions, artd lo James Maxey. Lee Wimpey. Charfes 
Yang artd Gary Hanson of ACT for tt>elr help in the r&lrieveJ and 
an&iysis of ACT data. 
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While we cannot answer these questFons at this 
point in our analysis/ it is possible to deal with two 
matters that relate to the meaning of the above ob- 
servations. Rrst. is the dectine a real one? The de- 
dine is real or significant, in that it is based for both 
testing programs on too many student records for it 
to be due to random yearly fluctuatrons. 

Second, are tf)e tests getting harder? There have 
been no char>ges over the last 15 years in methods 
used for scaling and equating of the ACT tests. Scal- 
ing and equating are two technical procedures used 
to insure that the difficulty of one test form is equal to 
that of others. The methods used by ACT are explicit 
and straightforward, and are unlikely to bias test 
scores one direction or the other. There is every rea- 
son to assume that the SAT experience is similar. 
Each year three new forms of the ACT tests are de- 
veloped and equaled to a form used the prevFous 
year. This form is catled the anchor form, and be- 
cause a new anchor form is used yearly it is possible 
some downward drift may have occurred. It is unlike- 
ly, however, that this would have occurred year after 
year. 

Has the content of the ACT tests changed? Is it 
posstbte that the items and hence the tests may 
have changed in subtle ways over the last 10 years 
in the content they measure? If something like this 
has occurred, the test scores today could less faith- 
fully reflect school achievement and consequently 
^wodd^show-^lower^corretotions^with^coflege-^grades- 
than was the case in the past. The content outlines 
of the four ACT tests are reported in Charts 1-^* but 
the questton of predictive validity remains. To consid- 
er this possibility Table 2 was constructed from ACT 
Standard Research Service files, showing the valkJi- 
ties of the ACT tests in predicting coltege grades for 
3 time periods falling within the last 10 years. The 
data show that, by and large, the ACT tests scores 
are as highly corretated in recent years as in the past 
with college grade point average. Later in this paper 
we shail have something more to say about changing 
correlations between ACT scores and other varia- 
bles, but at this point the evkJence woufd seem to 
support the contention^hat the tests have not 
changed in what they nr>easure. 



CHART 1 

Content of the ACT English Usage Test* 

Gnmmir and ptinctuation. This indudes punctua- 
tFon and graphic conventFons, usage in agreement. 
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verb forms, adjectives and adverbs, pronouns and 
their antecedents, and nouns. 

Sentence ttructure. This indudes relation between 
clauses* parallelism, placement of modifiers* and pre- 
dication and shifted constructFons. 

Diction. Under this rubric are items concerned with 
word choice and idFoms, figurative language, and 
economical writing. 

Logic and organization. Included here are logical 
Organization of ideas, the eliminatFon of inappropriate 
ideas and statements, proper wording of trarvsitFons, 
paragraphing, and appropriate conclusions. 



English Usage 


Proportion 


No. Of 


Content Area 


of Test 


Items 


Grammar and Punctuation 


.35 


26 


Sentence- Structure 


.2S 


19 


Diction 


.35 


26 


Logic and Organization 


.05 


4 


Total 


1.00 


75 



*Taken from Technkaf Report tor the ACT Assessment Pro- 
gram. iQwa Cityi fowa: Arnerican Cdtege Testing Pn^ami 1973. 



CHART 2 

Content of the ACT Mathematics Usage Teat* 

Arithmetic and algelMic reasoning. These prob- 
lems are word problems about practical situations in 
which algebraic and/or arithmetical reasoning is re- 
quired. The problems require the student to interpret 
the questFon and find an approach to its solution. 
Some of the problems may require only advanced 
arithmetic for solution while others call for algebraic 
approaches. 

Arithmetic and algebraic operations. In these 
problems, operatFons to be performed are explicitly 
described in the problem and the student must com- 
plete the designated 'operatFon. These problems in- 
clude manipulation of fractions and decimals, 
operations with signed numbers, addition, subtrac- 
tFon, multiplIcatFon, and divtsFon of polynomials, solu- 
tion of linear equations in one unknown, and 
manipulation of algebraic fractions. 

Advanced algebra. These proWems Include depen- 
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dence and variation of quantities related by given for- 
mulas, arithmetic and geometric series, solution of 
simultaneous equations, graphs of equations, in- 
equalities, logarithmic principles, exponents, radicals, 
roots of equations, factoring and dividing potynomi* 
als, solution of quadratic equations. 

Geometry. Topics include mensuration of lines and 
plane surface, properties of polygons, angular rela-* 
tionships involving parallel lines and polygons, rela- 
tionships involving circles and properties of circles, 
lod* solid geometry, trigonometric principles, and the 
Pythagorean theorem* Both formal and applied prob- 
lems are included under this category with most 
being formal. 



set theory, probability, logic, properties of numbers 
(prime, rational), and bases of number systems. 



Mathematics Content Area 



Proportion No. of 
of Test Items 



Arithmetic and Algebraic Reasoning .35 14 

Arithmetic and Algebraic Operations .15 6 

Advanced Algebra .20 8 

Geometry .20 8 

Miscellaneous .10 4 

Total 1.00 40 



*Same as Chart 1- 



Miscellaneous. This category includes problems In 



CHART 3 



Content of the ACT Social Studiee Reading Test* 





fnference Itea^ 


rnfbfmalian Items 




Total 




(Proportion 


(Uo. or ttems) 


(PiOponion 


(Mo. ol rtems) 


(Pxopoflior) 


(No. of Items) 




of Test) 




of Test) 




ol Test) 




EurOP«ar) and Ancieiil 














History 


.14 


7 


.06 


3 


.20 


10 


.Gk3¥«fnmonLand.„.._^ . 














Arcricari History 




Vs " 




" .^0 


" 21^ 


Currem Social issues. 














Sociotogy. Ecofiomfcs. 


















IS 


.12 


6 


.40 


21 


Toral 


.70 








Too 


I2 



*Safr»e as Cliart 1. 



CHART 4 



Content of the ACT Natural Sciences Reading Test^ 



Sdence Area 


fnferertce items 


Intormatfor) Items 




Total 


(Pioportion 
of Tesi) 


(No. of Items) 


<Piopoftiori 
Ol T«s1) 


(No. of Hems) 


(Proportion 
of Test) 


(No. ol rtems) 


OWogy 




19 


.12 


6 


.4e 


25 


Chemistry 


.17 


9 


.06 


3 


.23 


12 


Physics, G«rfogv, 














Astronomy. ar)d 














GeneraF Sci«r>c# 


.17 


9 


.12 


6 


.2d 


15 


Tola! 


JO 


3? 


lo" 


1? 


1.00 


5? 



*Same as Chart 1. 
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TABLE 2 

TRENDS IN THE VALIDITY OF THE ACT 
ASSESSMENT IN PREDICTING OVERALL 
COLLEGE GRADE POINT AVERAGE 

Multiptt Corralation 





Mean ACT 

Composrttt 
Score 


25U) 
PcU» 


SDth 
Pctla 


75|h 
Pctt« 


1964^7 1 


20.3 


54 


.60 


,66 


1967-70 P**wd 2 


20.Q 


,50 


,58 


M 


1971-74 Pwiod 3 


20.1 


J50 


.56 


JS4 



*P«nod 1 fPfitMi dala from 440 coll%g%s thai parlklpated rn ihe 
1964 65, 1905-66, or 19GG-67 Slandwd BMvch S«rvic». 

Pariod 2 r«Pr«s«nts data irom 425 coMo^as lhat ParlicipaUd in th# 
1967^, 1968 69, or 19G9-70 Slandaid Rasevch Sarviot, 

Period 3 raprasar)ts dala from 395 coilagas that partkipatad \n it^e 
1971-72, 1972-73, or 1973,74 Standard Baaaarch Sarvtoa, 

Sourc#: ACT Standard Resaarch Sarvicas (ilas. 

1$ the decline in scores a common phenomenon 
affecting all sublect matter areas> or is it more 
marked in some sutjjects? Data from the ACT tests 
are designed to assess academic achievement in the 
subject matter fields of English^ mathematics, sodal 
studfeSp and natural sciences. Table 3 reveals there 
has been no decline in natural sciences, some de- 
„„ctineJn.£nglish„and^mathematics>»and^a^sub$tantjal^_ 
decline in social studies. This is in contrast to the ex* 
perience of the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, where a decline in Science scores was ob- 
tained tor 9, 13, and 17 year olds from 1969-70 to 
1973-74 (NAEP Newsletter, October, 1975), The dif- 
ferent results can likely be explained by differences 
between the tests. The Science test of the National 
Assessment emphasizes working with apparatus and 
pieces of equipment, while the natural sciences test 
of the ACT covers reading comprehension of scientif- 
ic and technical /nateriaL 

Data are reported in Table 3 not only by ACT test 
but by sex. The latter data suggest the decline in test 
scores has been more marked tor women than for 
men. Since 1965-66 the ACT Composite has 
dropped about one standard score for men and 1,6 
standard scores for women. In every area except 
mathematics scores for women have declined more 
than scores for men, with the greatest difference 
being social studies where men declined 1-9 stan- 
dard scores since 1965-66 while women declined 3,5 
standard scores. This suggests that sex differences 
should be carefully examined; we will do so later in 
this paper. 

Given the general decline in test scores, what has 

* 
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happened to the spread or variability of student 
achievement, overall and by subject matter area? 
Data in Table 3 speak to this issue also. The stan- 
dard deviatk)n tor the ACT Composite has increased 
from 5,2 to 5,6 over the 10 year span, indicating that 
the variability of overall student achievement has in- 
creased. Students have become more heteroge* 
neous in their talents. While the variability has 
increased in all subject matter areas> it is most 
marked in social studies and least marked in English 
and natural sciences, * 

Could'the decline in test scores be associated with 
the fact that more tunk)rs are writing the ACT tests? 
ACT records show that the number of junk)rs tested 
has increased from 14 to 26 percent over the last 5 
years,' The juniors, however, make higher test 
scores. Last year the average ACT Composite score 
for juntors was 22,6 while for seniors it was 19,5, We 
conclude that the decline in scores is likely not asso* 
ciatod with juniors taking the tests. 

Is the decline in admissions test scores taking 
place in al! states and all geographic regions or is it 
localized in certain regfons? The ACT Assessment 
Program is used primarily in the Western^ Southern, 
and North Central States, and data summarizing ex- 
perience in these states and regions are reported in 
Tabfe 4, All regtons show a decline in ACT Compos- 
ite score averages, though the decline is less marked 
in the Western states than in the Southern and North 
- -^Centrarstat^'sT'Exe&pt^fffrtw^fates^ 

Central regk)n, all states show a decline. One of the 
two showed an increase and the other showed no 
change. In snew of the SAT experience reported in 
Table 1, it appears that declining test scores have 
oo^jfred as well in the East, a region in which use of 
SAT is widespread. Overall, we condudathe dedin* 
ing admissions test scenes are a national phenome* 
non, not restricted to certain states or regk)ns^ 

Has there been a decrease in the number of high 
scoring students* accompanying the decline in test 
score averages? Apparently this has been the SAT 
experience (Scully, 1975), Data on the ACT tests 
reported in Table 5, where each of the five ACT 
scales is divided into four score intervals and results 
reported for the last five years. Data are reported 
separately tor men. women, and total. For the total 
group the percentage of high scoring students, those 
in the 26-36 standard score interval, has remained 
virtually unchan^ on the ACT Composite at 14% 
over the last live years. On the other hand, the per- 
centage of k)W scoring students on the ACT Com- 

'ACT adjusts scores of students tested as juniors to approxi- 
mate whal tt)ey would have been had they been tesied as soniors. 
However, because the adjudtment may operate Imperfedly, it Is 
appropriaie to hok al junbrs in conjunction with declining scores, 
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positOi those in the 1-15 standard score interval, has 
inaeased from 27% to 33%. An examination of the 
subtect matter areas of the tests tells much the same 
story. In the high interval the percentages are stable, 
fluctuating only about 2%, over the five year period. 
At the same time the percent of students in the low 
interval increased in all subjects but natural sciences, 
and was most marked in social studies (where the 
increase was from 32% to 44%) foKowed by mathe- 
matics (where the increase was ffom 34% to 40%). 
In summary, the data on the ACT tests covering the 
last five years show no decrease in the percentage 
of students scoring at the Ngh score levels, but a 
moderate increase of students scoring at the low 
score levels. 

Is the decline in admissions test scores the same 
for men and women? ACT data to arvswer this ques* 
tion are reported in TaUes 3 and 5,* where separate 
figures are provided for men, women, and total In 
examiriing TaUe 3, we have already observed that 
declining ACT Composite scores were more marked 
for woman than for men, and that this was generally 
borne out in the subject matter areas when we ex- 
amined year by year data since 1965-66. At this 
point we examine TaUe 5, and look more ck>sely at 
the experience of the last five years. Looking first at 
the ACT Composite mearvsi the figures for men hkave 
stayed about the same at 19.5 over the five year pe- 
r tod . The women, h owever, went from 18.9 to 17.8 in 
the same five'yeSrperiodrCfea^ 
ite decline over these years for the total group was 
not ecfually shared by men and women. It is due to 
the substantial decline in test scores for women. An 
examination of the scores for men in the subject 
areas shows a decline of .9 of a standard score in 
mathematics countered by an increase of 1.1 of a 
standard score in natural sciences, with English re* 
maining constant and social studies showing only a 
.3 standard score decline. For the men the changes 
in the subject areas balanced one another so that 
overall there was no change. For the same five year 
perk>d the women declined 2 standard scores in so- 
cial studies. 1.8 standard scores in mathematk:$, and 
1 of a standard score in English. Only in natural sci- 
erKes did the women show an increase; .3 of a stan- 
dard score. Examining the phenomenon by test 
score inten/als. and here k>oking at the ACT Com* 
posite, we find the percentage of men in the high 
and low scoring intervals h^ remained about the 



^Tht caf«M readtr should no4t Uiat TabiM 3 and 5 m bised 
upon dHfmm studmt swnptM and htnot tht stattstict may vary 
sKghKy- Tab(« 3 fndudes' «M sludtms ttsied for a givm ytar, and 
Tabia 5 inoMas a subaamplt of that group aitchiding siudants 
wtM> wtft tasM tn tha aunvnar or rtt Idualy on campus* 



same. However, the percent of women in the high 
scoring inten/al declined from i2 to 10% (a decline of 
1/6th from the initial value), but in the low scoring in- 
ten/al increased from 28 to 37%i (a gain of i/3rd 
from the initial value). The variability of scores for the 
two sexes is also of interest, and the standard devia- 
tions in Table 5 show that the variat>nity.for nr>en has 
increased about the same measure as for women. At 
the same tinne, the figures at the bottom of Table 5 
show that the percentage of women writing the ACT 
Assessment went from 50% in 1970-71 to 54% in 
1974-75. We conclude more women have been writ- 
ing the ACT Assessment and more have been inak- 
ing tower scores, particularty in social studies and 
mathematics. 

The find^ that most of the lest score dedif^e is 
assodatod with women is partiaily supported liy the 
data reported in Tab)e & in contrast to Tables z isiA 
5 where the general populatton of ACT-tesled> stu- 
dents is described, the data in Tab)e 6 refer to en- 
rolled college students/ Over the last four years 
there has been a decline of .9 of a standard scc^e 
for college women and «5 of a standard score for col- 
lege men. Unlike Table 5 which showed no test 
score dedirw for men, TaUe 6 shows a dedine even 
though it is only about half that for %vomen. 

Are today's lest takers less motivated to do welt on 
college admissions tests than the test takers of a few 
years ago who were faced with selective admissions 
^orrtheT)aTt"ofTnanynoolleges?^Thlr1s'noran^asy^ 
questton to come to grips with since data yielded by 
a well-identified, widely administered, and commonly 
agreed-upon measure of motivation is not available. 
Therefore, we appioached the question by examining 
data from five states where ACT Assessment results 
were used for ^tate scholarship purposes, situations 
where students would be expected to have a motiva- 
tion to do well on the ACT tests. Four of the five 
states witnessed declines, and the amounts ex- 
pressed in temis of percentages of standard devia* 
tions, were 6%, 1%, 2%, and 6%. There was a slight 
increase in one state {V2 of 1% of a standard devia- 
tton), and further examination revealed that the num* 
ber of sludents tested in this stale h)d increased by 
50% from the initial figure over the 5-year period. 



^WtiUf wv aaauma that virtuaHy aN atudafUs who wriia tm ACT 
Asaaatmtnt ara ooNaga bound, and our aurvoyi tndicala that up- 
projdmaitfK 95% of ACT^IatM aludanls plan lo anlar a poat- 
aoGOfidafy InatttuivoD wlihiA a yaar Of lolhnvInQ high aohool gradua'* 
tion, tm fact ramaina thai ooNaga bound and anroiad ooMaga 
studanit ara not ttw tama. Tha data in TaWa 6 do not rapf aa ant 
alt ACT^tasM atudants ^ aia ooNaga bound, but ralhar tttoaa 
who a<vc3ad in cetogaa Itwt pariidpalad in ttw 
Sarvioa for tha ratpadiva ytaia. 



Table 5 



DISTRIBUTION OF ACT ASSESSMENT SCORES FOR A NATIONAL SAMPLE OF STUDENTS 
TESTED FROM 1970-71 TO 1974-75 (IN PERCENTAGES) 









1970-71 






l97i-/2 






1972-73 






1973-74 






1074-75 




TEST SCORE 


WTHRVAL 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 




2e-36 


4 


7 


6 


4 


7 


6 


4 


7 


6 


4 


7 


5 


4 


8 


5 




21-25 


25 


36 


31 


24 


33 


29 


2$ 


34 


30 


24 


32 


28 


24 


31 


28 






37 


35 


36 


3S 


37 


38 


37 


35 


36 


37 


36 


37 


37 


35 


36 




1-15 


35 


22 


28 


34 


22 


28 


33 


23 


28 


35 


25 


30 


35 


27 


31 




M«An 


17.1 


19.0 


ia.o 


17^ 


18.7 


17.9 


17.3 


18.9 


18.1 


17.1 


18.6 


17.9 


17.1 


18.3 


17.7 




S.D. 


5.5 


5.3 


5.5 


5^ 


5.3 


55 


5.3 


5.1 


5.3 


5^ 


5.1 


5^ 


5^ 


&2 


5.3 




2^ 


2i 


16 


23 


28 


18 


23 


28 


18 


23 


27 


15 


21 


27 


15 


21 




21-25 


19 


17 


ia 


18 


15 


18 


19 


17 


18 


20 


18 


18 


19 


15 


17 








26 


25 


28 


31 


4a 
29 


27 


30 


29 


27 


29 


28 


22 


44 


44 
C£ 




1*13 


A* 

CO 


Or 




26 


ot 


32 


25 


35 


30 


27 








jT 


4V 




M«An 


20.2 


16.0 


19.1 


20.1 


17.7 


16J 


202 


18.0 


19.1 


19.7 


17.1 


18^ 


19^ 


16.2 


17.6 




S.D. 


7.1 


6.9 


7.1 


72 


6.9 


7*2 


7.2 


7.0 


7.2 


7.4 


72 


7.4 


7.9 


7.6 


7.9 


Soda! 




19 


16 


17 


21 


16 


18 


22 


16 


19 


22 


15 


18 


21 


12 


16 




21-25 


30 


30 


30 


29 


29 


30 


28 


27 


28 


30 


27 


29 


28 


24 


26 






c1 


22 


44 


17 


18 


17 


14 


16 


15 


14 


15 


14 


* 4 

13 


14 


4 4 

13 




1*13 


14 






33 


37 






A* 
41 


4^ 




J4 

43 


99 


37 


Kfi 


AM 

44 






t9J0 


ta.4 


18.7 


19.1 


18.2 


18.6 


19.0 


17.7 


18^ 


19.1 


17^ 


18.1 


18.7 


16.4 


17^ 




S.D. 


7.1 


7.0 


7^ 


7.2 


7.1 


7.2 


7.5 


7.4 


7.4 


7.6 


7.5 


7.6 


7.5 


7.3 


75 




2^36 


32 


22 


27 


33 


21 


27 


34 


23 


28 


35 


18 


2$ 


36 


21 


28 




21*25 


19 


19 


19 


22 


22 


22 


19 


19 


19 


24 


23 


24 


24 


23 


23 




16-20 


29 


33 


31 


26 


31 


28 


2$ 


32 


30 


24 


31 


28 


23 


29 


26 




MS 


21 


27 


24 


19 


27 


23 


20 


2$ 


23 


18 


28 


23 


17 


27 


22 




M««n 


21.3 


19.7 


20.5 


21.6 


19.6 


20.6 


21.7 


19.9 


20.8 


22^ 


19.6 


20J 


22.4 


20^ 


21.1 






6.4 


6.0 


6^ 


6^ 


6.1 


6.4 


6.5 


6.0 


6.3 


8.5 


5.9 


8.4 


6.4 


6^ 


a3 




2^36 






14 


17_ . 12 


M 






IS.,, 


.18. 


11^ 


, ,14_ 


„^17« 








2^25 


29 


2$ 


28 


29 


26" 


28 


29 


26 


27 


29 


25 


27 


28 


23" 


26^ 




16*20 


29 


33 


31 


28 


32 


30 


27 


30 


29 


27 


31 


29 


27 


29 


28 




MS 


26 


2i 


27 


26 


30 


28 


2$ 


30 


28 


2$ 


33 


30 


27 


37 


33 




Mun 


19.5 


ia.9 


19>2 


19.6 


ia7 


19.1 


19.7 


18.8 


19.2 


19.7 


18.2 


18.9 


195 


17.6 


18.6 




$.0. 


5.6 


.5.4 


5.5 


5.7 


5.4 


5.8 


5.8 


5.5 


5.7 


5J 


5.5 


5.7 


5h9 


5.6 


5J 


TOTAL SAMPU 




20062 


20059 


40141 


16501 


17364 33865 


35350 3S394 


73744 


35068 


38927 73995 


32932 


38511 


71443 
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Rh Hmon. UnpubUthtd m«nu8a0t ACT fW MafChwdOtvlQpflWHOivittoo, 1974. THlitiU«iMi»rtprochiotdbyp8mM(m.Tht««nvl«tonw^ 
ooritfrvdMd d«v«top*d at Miowft. For tlw fir^ 

fludaot /MOfdi w«n piMvd In iliMltnt rwmt ofdiT wrt^ 
MTy itM^nMt or tvory t»nm nam» wtt dr*«fn. 



due to addHtooat coteges and universities participat- 
ing in the ACT Assessment Pro-ams. The state 
scholarship agencies in these five states used the 
ACT Assessment results exclusively for their purpos- 
es, and did not altow lest results fmm other agencies 
10 be used* We conclude that since slates that use 
the ACT Assessment for state scholarship purposes 
are wrtnessing declining ACT scores, dampened stu- 
dent motivation m recent years to do well on the 
tests'is likely not a significant factor overall in declin- 
ing admissions test scores. 

The dimensions of ttie admissions test score de- 



cline may be summarized as fotlows: 

1. Over the last 10 years the decline jn test score 
averages has been experienced by bolh ACT and 
SAT. The extent of the decline has been similar 
for both programs, and in any given year is smalt. 
The downward year k> year trend in admissiors 
test score averages is fulty documented. 

2. There is variation by subject matter field. The de- 
cline in ACT scores has been most marked in so- 
cial studies: there has been no decline over the 
last 10 years in natural sciences* English and 
mathematics have shown some decline. 

3. The declining test score averages have been ac- 
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oompanied by an increased variab^ity in the aca^ 
demic achievement of students tested. College- 
bound students are becoming more heteroge- 
neous in the achievement they bring to their col* 
(ege coursework, 

4. Oedin«ng admissions test scores are a national 
phenomenon* occurring in all regions and in near- 
ly all states, 

5, The percentage of ACT-tested high scoring stu^ 
dents has remained about the same over the last 
five years. wNle the percentage of lov^ scoring 
students has increased, 

TABLE 6 



AVERAGE WEAMS) AND VARIABILITY (STANDARD DEVIATIONS) OF ACT TEST SCORES FOR 
STUDENTS ENROLUNO IN ACT PARTICIPATINO COLLEGES IN 1970*71, 1972^73, 1973*74* AND 

1974-75' 





N 


M«n 




Touil 


M*n 


Wbm«h 


Total 


M*n 


SocW Sftidiu 


Total 


Nalural Sdi»not« 
Men Womtft ToW 




Wooitn 


Total 


1970-71 


50.122 


17^ 


197 


ie,7 


2M 


19,1 


20,2 


20.5 


19^ 


19l9 


.21.7 


20.2 


21.0 


20.4 


19.7 


20.1 








(4.9) 


(Swi) 


(fi.fi) 


(6.4) 


(6.6) 


(65) 




(6^) 


(6^) 


(5.B) 


(6-1) 


(5.3) 


(5.0) 


(5^ 


1972-73 


49^ 


17.1 


19.2 


1BJ 


20^ 


1B.3 


19^ 


19.5 


1B.B 


19.2 


21.7 


20.0 


20.9 


19.8 


19.2 


19.5 








(5.2) 


(5.^ 


(7.2) 


(7.0) 


(7.2) 


(7.1) 


(7-1) 


(7.1) 


(6.6) 


(6.3) 


(6.5) 


(5-7) 


(5.5) 


(5^) 


1973-74 


44,942 


17.4 


19.0 


18.2 


20.4 


ia4 


19.4 


19.4 


19.3 


IB J 


21.9 


20.1 


21.0 


19.9 


1911 


19.5 






(5.4) 


(5.2) 


(5.3) 


(7.2) 


(7.0) 


(7-1) 


(7.3) 


(7.3) 


(7^) 


(6.5) 


(6^) 


(6.4) 


(5-7) 


(5.5) 


(5^ 


1974-75 


45.272 


17p3 


190 


1B2 


20,2 


i7.a 




19.5 


17.9 


1B.7 


22^ 


20.0 


21.1 


19.9 


1B^ 


19.4 


(5.4) 


(5-2) 


(5.4) 


(7.4) 


(7^) 


(7.5)' 


(7-5) 


(7-5) 


(7-E) 


(6.6) 


(6.2) 


(6.5) 


(5J) 


(5.7) 


(5.B) 
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dtfits, by Richard L Ftrguson snd E. Jam«a Miaxay. ACT Resaarch Rapod Mo. 70. 1975. in praas. 
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6- There are marked sex differences. Over the last 
10 years there has been about a 1.0 drop by men 
and a 1.6 deciir>e by women in the ACT Compos* 
ite standard scofe. For men, almost all of this de* 
ctine occurred between 1964 and 1970, with littfe 
chanste since 1970. F(k women, the decline has 
continued more or less steadily from 1964 to date. 
At the same time there has been an almost 
steady increase in the percentage of women 
among ACT-tested students over the last 10 
years. 



There are a number of unanswered questFons that 
rnfrigue us and may motivate people to do further re^ 
search. Why has there been no dedine in natural 
sciences but substantial decline in social studies 
scores? Marry high schools have strengthened the 
courses they offer In both the natural sciences and 
social studies, but at the same time have offered 
more specialized courses as electives with the con* 
sequence that the bulk of students may no longer be 
taking the broad survey courses in the ftelds. The in- 
teresting question is whether this applies more to so- 
cial studies than to natural scierK^es. Why is the 
shape of the score distributk)ns, a$ they have 
changed over trme, apparently different for ACT ^nd 
SAT? Given that the two pro-ams serve different 
portions of the national pool of college-bound stu* 
dents, it is nonetheless puzzling that ACT woukJ find 
no change in the percent of high scoring students 
and jncteases in the percent of low sc^ng students, 



while SAT would apparently find a decrease in the 
percent of Ngh scoring students and no change [n 
the percent of low scoring students. What is behind 
the marked sex differences over time in scores of 
college-bound students? This question rcr^^ms the 
changing ratio of the sexes in the^ college-bound 
population why this is occurring, and how this is re* 
lated to lower scores for women. 

Examination of Two Exptanitions for Declining 
Admittlont Test Scores 

Two genelBl theories have been offered to explain 
the decline in admissions test scores. The first has to 
do with who takes the test and the second with how 
weJhprepared the test-takers are. Somewhat over- 
staled for purposes of contrast, they are as tollows: 
1- We have a "changed pool" of students in college 

today. MarV more students from the tower haff of 
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their high schoor dasses are attending college, 
and these new students have weaker academic 
preparation than traditional college students. The 
pool of oojtege-bound studente has changed as 
collegesi particularly the 2*year coltegoi have re* 
cently renewed efforts to serve all stiKlente inter- 
ested tn education after high school. 
2. High school studente are academically weaker to^ 
day than they weie five or ten. years ago. For var- 
ious reasons including greater use of efectives, 
lowering of teacher demands and expectations, 
and schooling directed relatively more tvy studente 
than by teachers, today's pc^^ulation of studente 
leave high school and enter college or work with 
less academic preparation than previous years' 
students. 

It is our purpose here to examine these two expla- 
natiorks. We witi draw on information available about 
ACT-tested studente* including data previously re- 
ported in this paper and other available relevant in- 
formation. We first consider data that might be 
expected to confirm or discredit the "changed pool" 
theory. 

Who Takes the Tes/? 

Information reported in the previous section of this 
paper addresses the "changed pool" thesis. The 
greater variability of college^bound studente suggeste 
such a change. Likewise the finding that the percent- 
age of fow scoring students had increased while the 
percentage of high scoring studente remained about 
the same, further points to a "changed pool" of col- 
lege-bound students. 

Tabte 5 gives some indication of the nature of the 
new students in the "changed pool." They may be 
women. Much of the decline in test, scores may be 
due to a larger percentage of low ability women plan- 
ning to attend college. One possible explanation is 
that in the past, men from a broad spectrum of ability 
levels attended college, but in many cases only the 
brightest women attended.' Society seemed to be 
saying that it was appropriate to educate men, but 
only the brightest or most exceptional women coutd 
profit from college. As social attitudes toward women 
changed, and as women's attitudes toward them- 
selves changed, perhaps a wider cross section of 
women began to conskJer college and subsequent 
careers. 

Where are the studente in this "changed pool" at- 



Th6 auttwr is indebted to Gary R. Hansorii ACT Research and 
0«vetopmtni DrMon, for this kttorpretaHoni which appears plaust- 
M. for tht dacftna in last »cort$ for women. 



tending college? Average ACT Composite Scores 
are reported for enrolled students by college level 
and sex in Table 7. The decline in. test scores is ot>- 
served for studente enrolled in Level I colleges, pri* 
marily the open door community colleges. Here, too, 
there has been a big increase in the percentage of 
women in the student body. At the olher college 'lev* 
els there has been an inctease in average ACT 
Composite Scores, but (he amount of the increase 
has been ^ss for women than for men.' The data in 
this tabte seem to confirm that declining scores are 
occurring more with women than with men, and if 
women have changed their pattern of college prefer^ 
ence over the last few years, it is to attend the 
2*year college in considerably greater numbers than 
before. 

If we are witnessing a changed student pool inter* 
ested in college, what information do we have about 
the backgrounds of these studente, other than that 
many are women? The information is inconclusive. 
There has been little chan^ over the last five years 
in the famity incomes of ACT-tested students, as Ta* 
ble 8 documente. This table is partrcutariy drfficurt to 
interpret because the severe inflation of the last five 
years has essentially changed the income intervals. 
The 14% in 1974-75 with famity incomes below 
$7i500 are at a lower poverty level than the 18% in 
1970-71 with family irKomes below $7,500. At the 
same time the income levels are $o gross that ex^ 
trapotation or estimation is difficult. But in a time of 
severe inflation no change in family incomes for in- 
coming studente mear^ more studente from low-in- 
come backgrounds. When many people think of new 
students they think of minorities. What information do 
we have atx)ut these studente? Tabte 9 indicates 
that the percentage of mirwrity studente has re- 
mained approximately the same over the last five 
years. Though many of these students come from 

*This doea rtot completftiv agree with a firKfr^ racently reporlad 
by Rever and Kojaku (1975)f or with Tabfe 2 in thia report. Raver 
and Koiaku used ACT data and compared enrolled rneans tiy cd^ 
lege level for the yean i98$-72, and found a dsdine for aN 4 lev- 
els of ootfeges M a much biQQMr decline for Leval t (2-year) 
DoltoQes. Rever end KojakM did not vveiQh Itteir lYwans coHagt 
N-counti at we did in Tabia 7 end 2, m Tables 7 and 2 d^ in 
that Table 7 ia baaed on aH oottagei for (he reapectiva year for 
which data were avaiebte wtwreai Table 2 waa baaed on (tie 
aame coHegee over (tie time apan of interest. AH 3 tables show 
decTme among emdM aludante at Ihe 2^year colleges, and Rever 
and Koj^ku and Tid>le 2 ahow aome decline among enroNed atu^ 
dents at wM cottega levels. SimaarV both Tabtos 7 and ^ ^ two 
that made a sex breakdown, ahow dedin(ng acores k) be more 
martod wrtti women. Because ACT data coufd eppfy to ditferem 
kinds of ooUagaa In different years, our view It thai uafng ttie aame 
cottegee or units of study over tiine, as we do in Table 2, has mer- 
it for many analytic purpoteai 
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Tabh 7 



AVERAGE (MEAN) ACT COMPOSITE SCORES FOR ENROLLEO COLLEGE FRESHMEN 
BY COLLEGE LEVEL— 1965-66 AND 1970-71 ACADEMIC YEARS 



L«vel I 



Mean ACT Composite 
Men Women Total 



N-Colleges 



N-Students 



Percent 
Women 



1965-66 
1970-71 



18.3 
18.0 



18.0 
17.5 



18.2 
17.8 



118 
496 



55.122 
18^500* 



39 
46 



L«V«I II 



1965-66 
1970-71 



19.5 
20.4 



19.1 
19.5 



19.3 
19.9 



106 
323 



30,226 
8,041 



45 
48 



Level in 



1965-66 
1970-71 



19.7 
20.5 



19.4 
20.1 



19.6 
20.2 



70 
176 



51.712 
12.858 



48 
51 



Level IV 



1965-66 
1970-71 



22.6 
23.1 



21.5 
21.6 



22.1 
22.4 



38 
97 



80.826 
14.615 



46 
45 



All Levels** 

1965-66 
1970-71 



20.3 
20.3 



19.8 
19.7 



20.1 
20.0 



398 
1.169 



238,145 
55.702 



44 
46 



*The sample of students shown is a 10% sample drawn from ACT Class Profile files. 



**lndude$ institutions and students other than those in Levels I through IV, particularly nursing schools arxl 
voc-tech institutions. 

Note— The data for this taWe were drawn from Cotlege Student ProWes (American College Testing Program, 
1966) and Assessing Students on tfie Way to College, Cdlege Student Profiles (American College Testing 
Program, 1972). In each case the figures are based on institutions lhat participated in the Class Profile Service, 
and, consequently, possess the regional bias in favor of the South. West, and Midwest commonly associated 
with data from the ACT Assessment. Please note also that the figures for Hie three years for a given level do 
not include the same colleges, i.e., the number of colleges varies by year. 



t>ackgrounds that include inadequate schooling, there 
has been no change over the last few years in the 
percentage of these students in the ACT-tested pop- 
ulation. Similarly, Table 10 shows little change in the 



degree aspirations of college-bound students, and 
Table 11 reveals Ijttle change in the percentage of 
men and women who have participated in honors 
courses over the last five years. 
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TABLE 8 



DISTRIBUTION OF SELF-REPORTED FAMILY INCOME REPORTED BY A NATIONAL SAMPLE 
OF STUDENTS TESTED FROM 1970-71 to 1974-75 (IN PERCENTAGES) 



FAMILY INCOME LEVEL 


1970-71 


1971-72 


1972-73 


1973-74 


1974-75 


Less than $3,000 


3 


3 


4 


4 


3 


$ 3,000 • $ 7,499 


16 


14 


13 


13 


11 


$ 7,500 - $14,999 


32 


31 


33 


35 


34 


$15,000 - *i9,999 


9 


7 


8 


9 


■1 A 

14 


$20,000 and Over 


7 


8 


9 


11 


17 


1 consider this infor- 


5 


5 


5 


27 


20 


mation confidential 












Do Not Know* 


28 


31 


29 








100 


99 


101 


99 


99. 


Subtotal 


39,474 


33,41 1 


72,821 


70,425 


66,161 


No Response 


667 


454 


923 


2,260 


2,852 


TOTAL 


40,141 


33,865 


73,744 


72,685 


69,013 



'*'This response op^iyj^as-dropped starting with the 1973-74 testing year, which may account for the increased 
percentages in t^ "I consider this information corrffdential" response and in the number not responding. 



Table 9 



DISTRIBUTION OF RACIAL-ETHNIC BACKGROUND FOR A NATIONAL SAMPLE 
OF STUDENTS TESTED FROM 1970-71 to 1974-TC (IN PERCENTAGES) 



BACKGROUND 


1970-71 


1971-72 


1972-73 


1973-74 


1974-75 


Afro-American 


6 


7 


. 7 


7 


7 


American Indtan/Esltimo 


1 


1 


1 


3 


1 


Caucasian American 


79 


81 


79 


73 


77 


Mexican/Spanish Sjjealting American 


2 


2 


2 


2 


2 


Orients American 


2 


1 


1 


1 


1 


Other or 1 prefer not to respond 


10 


8 


10 


14 


. 11 


TOTAL SAMPLE 


38,405 


32,812 


71,315 


69,454 


65,960 



-^Note: Same as JabSe 5. 
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TabI* 10 



DISTfllBimON OF EDUCATIONAL DEGREE ASPIRATIONS FOR A NATIONAL SAMPLE 
OF STUDENTS TESTED FROM 1970-71 to 1974-75 (IN PERCENTAGES) 

YEAR 







1970-71 






1d71-72 






I972v73 






1973-74 






1974-75 




EOiX^ATKMAL DEGREE 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


J 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


VocaliMMl or T*chnical 
Piogram 
{Utt Thin 2 ynrs) 


3 


5 


4 


3 


6 


4 


3 


5 


4 


3 


5 


4 


3 


5 


4 




12 


19 


15 


12 


21 


16 


12 


20 


16 


12 


21 


17 


9 


ia 


14 




41 


43 


42 


39 


41' 


40 


40 


41 


41 


39 


39 


39 


42 


44 


43 


On* cr Two Yf«f« of 


20 


ia 


19 


19 


ia 


19 


17 


16 


16 


17 


15 


16 


17 


u 


ie 


Dtgr** 


ia 


a 


13 


21 


a 


14 


22 


10 


16 


23 


13 


ia 


24 


14 


19 




0 


7 


7 


6 


7 


7 


5 


a 


5 


9 


7 


6 


5 


5 


5 


TOTAL SAMPLE 


19910 


19SI4 


39794 


16366 


M274 


33^ 


35100 


38135 


73235 


34«3a 


36834 


73472 


31512 


37006 


66520 



Table 11 

DISTRIBUTION OF PARTICIPATION IN HIGH SCHOOL HONORS COURSES FOR 
A NATIONAL SAMPLE OF STUDENTS TESTED FROM 1970-71 to 1974-75 ON PERCENTAGES) 







1970*71 






1971-72 






1972-73 






197>74 






1974-75 


PARTkCIPATION 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


M 


W 


T 


M 


' W 


T 


M 


W T 


YES 


34 


39 


36 


35 


38 


36 


35 


37 


36 


44 


43 


43 


39 


38 39 


NO 


66 


62 


64 


66 


63 


64 


65 


63 


64 


56 


57 


57 


61 


62 62 


TOTAL SAMPLE 


19.766 


19.644 


39p910^ 


15.627 


16^ 


32*320 


33>I22 36337 


7a259 


35*068. 


38,927 


73.995 


32*932 36,51 1 71^ 



*How: Sam* a« T«tte 5. 



In summary, there are several facts that support 
the thesis that there has been at least a slight shift in 
the pool of ACT^tested coflege-bourkd students. Per- 
haps the most persuasive or>es are these. There has 
been an Increase over the last few years in the per- 
centage of low scoring students who are college 
bound. They have enrolled in the colleges that have 
the greatest commitment to open admissions — the 
2-year college. The new tow scoring students are 
women> who perhaps are more aware of the need for 
self development and a career than was the case a 
few years agOr and at any rate arp going to college 
in Increasing numbers. 
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Are Students as Weil-Prepared Today? 

We turn now to the thesis that the decline in test 
scores is due to a decline in the academic prepara* 
tion of students leaving high school. It is not possible 
to deal effectively wrth this issue using onty ACT da- 
ta* It has been noted that almost all students write 
the ACT Assessment because they are college 
bound. For this reasori the population of ACT-tested 
i&tudents closely approximates the population of col- 
lege-bound students* at least in the states wetf 
served by ACT. Because those students who are not 
college bound are excluded, ACT data does not de* 
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saibe high school graduates generally. The test 
scores tor all high school graduates could be drasH- 
caMy fluctuating up or down independent of shrfts in 
the pod of college-bound students. 

High school students. In order to investigate 
chartges in test scores for htgh schcK^ graduates 
generally, data from two state testirtg pn?grams were 
investigated. In both of these pro-ams almost all 
students at the given grade level were tested, and 
consequently for these states the data are descrip- 
tive of the high school population, 

Minnesota has a statewide testing program that 
over a period of years has tested virtually all high 
school juniors. Called the Minnesota Scholastic Apti- 
tude Test or MSAT, the test is a 50-minute version of 
the Ohio State Psychological Examination and has 
been used in Minnesota since 1959, The test ytekis 
a sin^ score and primarily measures vertial ability. 
The experience in Minnesota for a 1 4-year period is 
shown in Table t2. The Minnesota data show an in- 
crease in the means from 1959-60 through 1965-66, 
peaking in that year. Since that time there has been 
a general decline in the means. The anwunt of de* 
dine has been 3.66 scores over a 7-year period, 
ffom 1965-66 through 1972-73. This averages about 
4% of a standaixJ deviation per year. 

Tabte 12 

MSAT Meflns, Medians, and Standard 
Deviations for Minnesota High School Juniors: 
196M973* 



MSAT 



Junior V«4r 


Form 


H 




M««n 


so 




A 


47JS90 


NA 


30.71 


13.91 


1941-62 


A 


45^ 


NA 




14^ 




A 


62^34 


32.0 


34,41 


14.73 


1M4^ 


A 


61^ 


31^ 


34.58 


14,70 


1965^ 


A 


62.648 


32.4 


34,71 


14^1 


196^67 


C 


62.703 


31.1 


32^ 


13.61 


l907-6a 


C 


67.016 


31.1 


32J7 


13.46 


1968^69 


C 


66,727 


31,4 


32^ 


13.34 


1990^70 


C 


6S.630 


30^ 


32^7 


iai9 


1970-71 


C 


66,314 


30.3 


31.97 


12J6 


1971-72 




64.605 


30.0 


31.53 


12.65 


1972-73 


c 


64,62« 


29.4 


3t.05 


12,39 



'Thii Ubto wa» ttton horn 1h» "Decline in Mfmvfoti Coll«9* Ap- 
iNodt Tftt $cor««" by DaMit K. Pmy «nd 0. Sw«r»Of>. 1974 (un- 

'^vibiftbtd rwHj*aipt) «yJ m r^produotd htf« by p«fmission ol Iho SAnior 

"hik)rm«llon not ftv«iW« lor 1960-61 «nd 1962*63. 



Perry and Swanson (1974) interpret the increase m 
MSAT scores from 1959-60 through 1965-66 as the 



result of increased emphasis by our society on a 
high school education. It was the post-Sputnik era, 
students were going to college in great number, and 
colleges were becoming more selective so that stu- 
dents had to compete for admission. The quality of a 
high school education was very important. 0^ the 
other hand, the subsequent dedine in test scores is 
not easily interpreted. Perry and Swanson feel that 
the dedine may . be greater than that shown in Table 
12, because while the percentage of juniors tested 
was never below 90, in the recent years there were 
more not tested and typically these were low scoring 
students, tn another article, Swanson (1973) found, 
unlike the experience to date with the ACT Assess- 
ment, that there was a dedine in the proportion of 
high scoring students tested from 1967 to 1972, 
These two facts suggest something about the size of 
the decline (it may be larger than appears) and 
whare rt is occurring (aniong high scoring studertts), 
but add littie fo our understanding of why the decline 
is occunring. Penry and Swanson offer three possible 
reasons. Rrst. testing is de-emphasized today. Ex- 
tending this thought would imply that students are 
not motivated to do well on the tests, even though 
they may "know as much" as students rn previous 
years. The second possible reason is that they do 
not "know as much/* The high school curriculum 
may be producing students less able than those of a 
few years ago. The third possible reason is that the 
MSAT instrument is too global and factorially pure (in 
a psychometric sense) to be sensitive to subject mat* 
ter and curricular content. The MSAT scores may not 
adequately reflect schooling, in contrast to an 
achievement test that is subject matter bound. 

To consider this likelihood we turned to a state that 
has a statewide program involving aa achievement 
test. Thn?ugh Iowa Testing Programs, the Iowa Tests 
of Educational Development or ITED have been ad- 
ministered in most high schools in the state over a 
period of years The ITED indudes achievement 
tests directly relatcd tp hfgh school subjects for 9th, 
10th. 11th, and t2th 0ade students. In recent years 
there has been some tnjt not a substantial dedine in 
the number of Iowa students tested in the I2th 
grade, but volume of use in the other grades has re- 
mained stable. 

The experience in Iowa with the ITED at four high 
schyoi grade levels is shown in Table 13. The rise, 
and decline of the test score means is present at all 
grade levels. As in Minnesota. 1965 was the year the 
means were highest, and since that time a decline 
has been in evidence on the composite scores. 
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TABLE 13* 

rTED MEAN COMPOSrTE SC0RES»1 962*74 FOR IOWA GRADES 9, 10. 11. AND 12 
1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1966 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 




*1T>«i tit?** h raproduo*d by ptrmiMioo of L*o<wd S, Ftfdi •nd iht towi T«3ling Ptogc^n. 
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helpful to examine their data for the same years. 
1965 through 1971, and the same grade levels (jun*^ 
iors.) The per-year decline was 4% of a standard de- 
viation for Minnesota, and 3% for Iowa. (Using 
statistics on a national level for comparison, during 
the same years the average ACT Composite de- 
clined 4% of a standard deviation per year. arKi the 
SAT about 3%.) 



Table 14 



MEAN ITED SCORES BY SUBTEST FOR THE STATE OF IOWA, 1962-1974* 

Grade 11 





1962 


1963 


1964 


1965 


1966 


1967 


1968 


1969 


1970 


1971 


*1973 


1974 


Test E 


16.6 


17.3 


17.1 


17.2 


17.2 


17.2 


16.9 


16.6 


16.4 


16.4 


16.5 


16.3 


Test Q 


16.9 


17.2 


17.1 


17.2 


17.0 


165 


16.7 


16.5 


16.4 


16.4 


16.3 


16.3 


Test SS 


16.9 


17.4 


17.3 


17.4 


17.5 


17.4 


17.2 


16.8 


16.5 


16.3 


16.2 


16.3 


Test NS 


17.9 


18.6 


18.6 


18.7 


18.6 


18.6 


18.4 


I8:i 


17.6 


17.6 


17.5 


17.5 


Test L 


16.7 


17.4 


17.4 


17.6 


17.5 


17.5 


17.2 


16.9 


16.5 


16.5 


16.1 


16.0 


Test V 


17.3 


17.9 


17.9 


18.1 


18.0 


18.1 


17.9 


17.7 


17.5 


17.4 


17.3 


17.4 


Test SI 


18.2 


18.8 


18.8 


19.2 


19.1 


19.1 


18.9 


18.6 


18.2 


18.1 


17.9 


18.1 


Composite 


18.1 


18.6 


18.7 


18.9 


18.8 


18.8 


18.5 


18.2 


17.8 


17.7 


17.6 


17.6 



*This tabJe is reproduced by permission of Leonard S. FeJdt and the Iowa Testing Program. 

Note: The tests lettered E, Q, SS> NS. L, V, arrd SI refer, respectively, to (English) Correctr>ess and Appropri- 
ateness of Expression, Quantitative Thinking, Social Studies. Natural Sciences, Interpretation of Literature. Gen- 
eral Vocabulary, and Sources of Information. 



Trends m the subtests, those most related to sub- 
ject matter as taught in the schools, are reported in 
Table 14. All of the subtest scores have shown a de* 
dine since 1965. From 1965 to 1974 the decline on 
the composite has been 1.3 standard scores, or 
about 2% of a standard deviation per year. To make 
the Minnesota and Iowa experience comparable, it is 



Feldt (personal communication, 1975). the author 
of the iTED. attributes the increase in test scores 
from 1962 to 1965 to much the same factors as cited 
by Perry and Swanson. Among these are Sputnik 
and the increased emphasis on education during the 
early 1960s. To this he adds the movement in Iowa 
during these years toward consolidation of high 
schools, a factor that could have resulted In better 
schooling. Feldt finds no ready explanation, other 
than those offered by his Minnesota colleagues, lor 
dedining scores since 1965. 

Before we conskJer possible educational explana- 
tions for declining scores on the part of Wgh school 
students in Iowa and Minnesota, we should consider 
whether or not the population of high school students 
has changed. It is possible that more teenagers are 
in school today than previously, due to better coun- 
selors, social workers, and school retention policies, 
and that these "new" students have weaker academ- 
ic backgrounds. To explore this possibility, we exam- 
ined school enrollment figures for grades 9-12 
against population figures for youth ages 14-17 for 



selected years from 1961 through 1973. The data 
are reported in Table 15, and show that in Iowa and 
Minnesota the percentage of school age youth in 
school has remained relatively constant, fluctuating 
within a range of 3% over the 1 2-year period. Con* 
sequently, we condude that the dedine in recent 
years on the ITED and the MSAT is likely not due to 
a different pool of students ir high school. 

Are women leaving high school with lower test 
scores than men? Data on score declines by sex 
were available for k>wa but not Minnesota, arid the 
Iowa ITED data by sex for grades 9-12 are reported 
In Table 16. The iTED data for k>wa agree in the 
overall downward trend of test scores. However, the 
ITED data for Iowa do not agree with the ACT data 
in two respects. ITED data show a bigger decline for 
the boys than for the girls, and they show a decline 
in Natural Sciences of about the same magnitude as 
the other subjects. Most puzzling Is the sex differ- 
ence. It is possible that this factor is interacting with 
several others, to produce the ITED-ACT difference. 
Among other possible factors are the following: (1) A 
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TABLE 15 



POPULAtlON AND SCHOOL ENROLLMENT FIGURES FOR IOWA 
AND MINNESOTA FOR HIGH SCHOOL YOUNGSTERS, 1961-73'*^ 

(^gura* are reported In thousands) 

1961 1965 1969 1973 

Iowa Minn. Iowa Minn. Iowa Minn. Iowa Minn. 

Population 

(14-17 year olds) 183 228 210 271 226 312 239 328 

School Enrollment 

(grades 9-12) 154 200 180 247 196 28S 200 299 

Percent in School 84 88 86 91 67 91 84 91 

*Rgures were chained from Current Pc^iation Beporte, Population Estimates P-2S, No. 354, U. S. Bureau of 
the Cerisus. 



TABLE 16 



DECLINES IN ITED MEANS IN IOWA FROM 1965 TO 1974* 
((Reported as Differences In Standard Scores) 





Grade 9 


Grade 10 


Grade It 


Grade 12 




Boys 


Girls 


Boys 


Girls 


Boys 


Girls 


Boys 


Girls 


E 


.77 


1.16 


1.13 


1.4t 


1.17 


1.25 


1.35 


1.23 


Q 


1.08 


1.02 


1.44 


1.29 


1.48 


1.01 


1.99 


1.27 


SS 


1.28 


.79 


1.36 


1.19 


1.S8 


1.03 


1.94 


1.35 


NS 


.94 


.74 


1.44 


1.54 


1.57 


1.47 


1.56 


1.40 


L 


1.42 


t.14 


1.S8 


1.36 


1.91 


1.40 


2.19 


1.31 


V 


.24 


.61 


.30 


.70 


.S3 


.80 


.71 


.76 


SI 


.86 


.83 


1.44 


1.44 


1.49 


1.17 


1.62 


1.26 


Mean 


.94 


.90 


1.24 


1.28 


1.39 


1.16 


1.62 


1.23 



E = Correctness and Appropriateness of Expression 

Q " Ability to do Quantitative Thinking 

SS = Concepts and Reading Materials in the Social Studies 

NS ~ Bad^ground and Reading Materials in the Natural Sciences 

L ~ Ability to Interpret Literary Materials 

V ~ Vocabulary 

SI = Use of Sources of Information 

*This taUe was developed by Leonard S. Feldt and is reproduced by permission. 
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different group of students may be going to college 
now and this includes mofe low-scoring women, (2) 
different things may be happening in the top half of 
the high school population in contrast to the bottom 
hatt, and (3) towa may be atypical in its high school 
students and Ihe patterning of the score declines. 

to -investigate the fatter possibility, we turned to 
data from the National Assessment of Educationdl 
Progress. These .data have two advanta^s. They 
are teased on a national sample rather than one or 
two states/ and they are available for different age 
levels. The results from eight tests of the ^4^tional 
Assessment are reported in Table 17* and show that 
males generally do considerably better than females 
in matfiemalics and science, and somewhat better in 
social studies and citizenship. The differences favor 
the nrtales at all age levels* and become ^ater as 
people get older. In the four other learning areas-- 
writing, reading, literature, and music— females gen- 
erally outperform mates, but only m writing do they 
do so consistently and to any appreciable degree. 
We conclude that on the national level there is a dis- 
parity between male and female achievement, and 
that male high school graduates likely outperform fe- 
male high school graduaies. 

ArK>ther important question has to do with sex dif- 
ferences over time for high school graduates. For ex** 
ample, is the trend line for one sex pointing upward 
and lhat for the other sex downward? To attempt to 
answer this questibn we turned to three tests of the 
National Assessment, writing, functFonal literacy, and 
science, for which date were available over a several 
year period. The data are reported in TaUe 16. and 
do not deal with enough tests to be conclusive. They 
do indicate, however, -th^t year-to-year trends in 
scores appear to be similar for mates and females. 
Though one sex may be stronger than the other in 
any given area for any year, declines or increases 
Over time affect both sexes to about the same de- 
gree. We conclude on the basis of this preliminary 
evidence that while nrtales generatly outperform fe- 
males, there likely are not marked sex differences in 
the amount and direction of change over time. 
Scores for both sexes have probabfy declined slightly 
over the last few years. 

If this is an accurate description of the natbn's 
high school graduaies in the early 1970$, and if we 
also consider the fact that increasing percentages of 
females are going to college, it would suggest that 
today we are getting a somewhat more selective 
group of men in college, and a considerably less se- 
lective group of wonjen. It is possible that men leav- 

> naifonal probability sampte was drawn of the nitJon's popu- 
lation al the age Mvels of Inlarest. for admihtstratjon of the tosts. 
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ing high school today have local options for 
vocational education that are Interesting and promise 
their graduates higher salaries tban college gradu- 
ates. Consequently, only the better students ampng 
the men are going to college. Another factar is tfiat 
the draft of a few years ago associated with the Viet- 
nam War no longer operates to induce men leaving 
high school to attend college. In other words a more 
select group of men could be going-to college how. 
since the pressures of the draft are off, making it ap- 

TASLE 17 

MWAH MFFERCNCC IN PCnFOMIANCC KTWSCN MALES iU4D NATION 
AND FEMALES AND NATION ON SELECIEO TESTS PftOM THE 
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NATIONAL ASSESSMENT OF EtXICATIOtiAL PROOftESe' 
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TABLE 1d 



CHANGE OVER TIME BY SEX FOR TESTS FROM THE NATIONAL 
ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS'*' 

Writing Mechanics Test** Functional Literacy Test*** Sctenco Test**** 

1969-70 1973-74 1971-72 1974-75 1969-70 1973-74 



Male 






Male 






Male 






9 yr. olds 


3.6 


3.8 








9 yr. olds 


61.7 


59.9 


13 yr. olds 


4.7 


4.3 








13 yr. olds 


61.0 


. 59.0 


t7 yr. okte 


4.9 


4.7 


17 yr olds 


86.3 


88.8 


17 yr. olds 


47.3 


44.9 


F«mate 






Female 






Femate 






9 yr. olds 


4.1 


4.3 








9 yr. olds 


59.4 


57.7 


13 yr. olds 


5.3 


5.1 








13 yr. olds 


56.7 


54.7 


17 yr. olds 


5.3 


5.0 


17 yr. olds 


89.1 


90.6 


17 yr. olds 


41.2 


39.1 


Total 






Total 






Total 






9 yr. olds 


3.8 


4.1 








9 yr. olds 


60.6 


58.8 


13 yr. olds 


5.0 


4.7 








13 yr. olds 


58.8 


56.9 


17 yr. olds 


5.1 


4.9 


17 yr. olds 


S7.7 


89.7 


17 yr. olds 


44.2 


41.9 



"^By permission of the NAEP. 



'^'^Values are average holistic or total scores^ based on a scale of 1-8, for a test of writing comparison. The 
approximate N-count for each age level was 400 for each year, about evenly divided between male and 
female. 

^xc>^V3ly^3 were in reference to a group of super readers, and ranged from a score of 75 to 98. The test cov- 
ered such items as understanding the material on a traffic ticket, and was devised by a panel put together 
by the Right to Read Effort. The test v,'3s administered to approximately 2,500 17*year olds in each year, 
about equally divided between male and female. 

***^Values are mean percent correct, based on a test involving working with scientific apparatus. There were 
10 packages of tests, and each was administered to approximately 2,5CX) people, about evenly divkJed be* 
tween male and female. 

pear on college admissions data that men are 
''holding their own.'' The reverse could be true with 
women where a less select group are going to col- 
Jege> motivated by increased women's awareness of 
tfieifT career options. In short, social factors of the war 
and the women's movement could be rmpacting the 
college admtssbns data> by influencing who goes to 
college. 

Etementary school students. There is a related 
questton that can be raised about possible curriculum 
changes as they relate to declining test scores. It has 
to do with how pervasive to other eduoatk>nal levels^ 
declining scores at the secondary level have been. 
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Are scores on achievement tests administered in the 
elementary school showing the decline we have wit* 
nessed at the secondary school level? Data to an- 
swer this question are available from one state^ and 
again the state is Iowa.* The lowa Tests of Basic 
Skills {(TBS) are administered In over 90% of the 
schools in Iowa, and the statewide testing program 
currently involves approximately 50^000 students in 
each of grades 3 through 8. On a yearly basis the 

*Thd aulhor is grateful to A. N. Hieronymusr University of lowa^ 
for his hefp in selecting materials describing chan^iing test scores 
jn the etenoentary schools, for his permission m reprinting tables, 
and for his conmients on an earlier draft of this section of the 
manuscript 



TABLE 19 



Trends in the Schoot Achievement of Iowa Pupils as 
Measured by the tTBS, 1955-75: 
Differences in Grade IWedians* 

Differences are expressed in terms of grade-equh/alent units ("months"). For example, 2.7 represents a 
gain of 2.7 months; -.5 represents a Joss of .5 month, etc. 



Grade 3 



TEST V 
VOCAB- 
UtAAY 

V 


TfiST ft. 
READ. 

R 


TEST L LANGUAGE SkULS 


TEST WORK 


^UOY skhxs 


TEST M; 


kTHCMATtCS SKiaS 


OOM- 
POSrTE 

c 


SPELUNG 
L-1 


CAPHAL- 
IZAT«0K 
L'2 


TUATKW 


USAGE 
1-4 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W-l 


GftAPHS 
Vi-2 


REfER- 
ENCES 


TOTAL 

w 


CONCEfTS 
M-l 


PROeiEMS 

M-a 


TOTAL 

M 


2.7 
1.4 

.3 
.4 


2j6 
1.9 
.2 

.5 


3.7 
2jO 

- .5 

- .4 


5jO 
.5 
-M 
- .6 


4.0 

.7 
- .9 
.6 


4.4 
Z4 
- .7 

.5 


43 
1.4 

- .e 

.0 


1.7 

1.5 
.8 
.6 


2.9 

1.3 
.6 
.1 


43 
.5 
3 
.7 


3.0 
1.1 

.6 
.5 


3J 
.8 
.1 

- .1 


1.5 
.2 
.7 
.3 


S 
.4 
.1 


3.0 
1.3 
.1 

3 



Grade 4 



TEST V 
VOCAB*- 
ULARY 

V 


TEST ft 
READ- 

R 


TEST L LANGUAGE i 


SKdLS 


TEST work-stuoy SKiaS 


TE5T M: MATHEMATICS SKILLS 


c 


speuwq 

L*1 


CAPITAL- 
IZATION 
L-2 


PVHO 
TUATION 
L-3 


USAGE 
l-i 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W-l 


GRAPHS 
Vi-2 


REFER- 
ENCES 


TOTAL 

W 


CONCEPTS 
M-1 


PROBLEMS 


TOTAL 

M 


3.2 
1.7 

- J 
3 


2.8 
13 

- .2 

- .2 


5jO 
.4 

- .7 

- .2 


7.8 
1.8 
-1.1 
-2.4 


3.9 
13 
-1.1 
-1,5 


5.7 

1.6 

- J 

- .6 


5.6 
13 
- .9 
-1.2 


2.9 
.2 
.9 
.0 


3.8 
.0 

f.9 
.1 


6.2 

.5 
.5 
- .1 


4.3 
.2 

1.1 ' 
.0 


2.5 
Z3 

- .T 

- .2 


zo 

.7 
-t.f 
- .4 


2.2 
1.5 

- .6 

- 3 


5.0 
1.2 

- .3 

- .2 



Grade 5 



TEST V- 
VOCAB^ 
ULAftV 

V 


TESTRJ 
READ- 
WG 

R 


TEST L LANGUAGe SKtLU 


TEST W' WOfiK.STUOV' SKILLS 


TEST MATHEIAATICS SKIUS 


0044* 
POSfTE 

C 


L-l 


CAPITAL- 
IZATK)N 
1,2 


PL*IC- 
TUATION 
1'3 


USAGE 
1-4 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W-1 


GRAPHS 


REFER- 
ENCES 


TOTAL 

w 


CONCEPTS 
M.1 


Pf)O0tEMS 
M-2 


TOTAL 

M 


3.3 
.9 

- .2 

- .6 


3.3 
.2 
- .1 
-1.8 


4.1 
.8 

- .9 

-1.2 


6.1 
2^ 
-U 
-3.1 


2.0 
3.1 
- .9 
-2.6 


SJG 
.6 
-13 
-1.7 


4,7 
1.8 
-1.2 
^2.1 


43 
IjO 
.5 
- .9 


4.1 

1.6 
1.2 
- .7 


4.5 

1.0 

J6 

-1.0 


43 

1.2 
.8 
- .9 


3.9 
4.1 
-1.4 
-1.7 


1.7 

3.5 
-Z5 
- Jt 


2J 
3J 
-1^ 

-13 


3.7 
1.6 
- .5 
-1.4 



Grade 6 



TEST V- 

voCAa* 

OlARY 

V 


TEST R; 
WG 

R 


TEST I LANGUAGE SK)LLS 


TEST WOflK-STUOV' SKiaS 


TEST M: MATHEMATICS SKILLS 


COM* 
POSrTE 


SPELLING 
L-l 


CAPITAL- 
IZATION 
L-3 


PUNC- 
TUATION 
L-3 


USAGE 
1-4 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W-1 


GRAPHS 


REFER- 
ENCES 


TOTAL 

w 


CONCEPTS 
M-1 


PROBLEMS 
M-2 


TOTAL 

M 


C 


3.7 
.5 
- .3 

-1 . 


3.5 
1.0 
- .9 
-1.6 


18 
1-5 
- -5 
-13 


8.4 
3.2 
- .7 
-3.4 


4.0 
2^ 
- .5 
--3.4 


7.3 
13 

-Z2. 

-3.6 


5.9 
22 
"1.0 
-33 


5.7 
.7 
.7 
-2.2 


6.1 
1.4 
.8 
-1.4 


3.3 
2.2 
.7 
-1.5 


5,0 
1.4 
.7 
-1.7 


33 
2.9 
-2.1 
-2.7 


2.8 
.3 
-3,3 
-1-7 


10 
1.6 
-2.7 
-2.2 


4.2 
13 
- Jt 
-1.9 



Grade 7 



TEST V' 
VOCAB< 
UWRY 

V 


TEST n- 
REAO. 
ING 

R 


TEST L LANGUAGE 


skius 


TEST W- WORK.STUOy SKILLS 


TEST Mi MATHEMATKS SKILLS 


COM* 
POSTTE 

C 


SPEUING 
L-1 


CAPITAL- 
IZATION 
L-3 


PUNC- 
TUATION 

L^ 


USAGE 
1-4 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W-l 


GRAPHS 
W-2 


REFER- 
ENCES 


TOTAL 

W 


CONCEPTS 


PROBLEMS 
M^S 


TOTAL 

M 


.3.9 
1.1 
^1.4 
-2.5 


5.8 
.9 
-3.1 
-2.1 


6.6 
1.7 
-13 
-10 


10.6 
5.1 
-3.4 
-5.7 


4.8 

2.6 
-14 
-5.4 


7.9 
j6 
-3.8 
"43 


7,5 
2.5 
-3,0 
-4.6 


7.6 
Z6 
- .5 
-2.7 


6.9 
jO 
- ^ 
-1.4 


13 
Z2 
- .1 
-3.0 


5.9 

- .5 
-2.4 


4.9 
1.8 
-29 
-18 


6.0 
.2 
-4.1 
-10 


5.4 

IjO 
-15 
-33 


5,7 
1.4 
-23 
-3.0 
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Grade 8 



1960^5 
1965-70 
1970-75 



1960*65 
19«S>70 
, 1970-75 



T€ST V 
VOCAS- 
ULARy 

V 


TEST 

R 


tCSt l language skills 


TEST W" WORI 


^STUOY SKILLS 


TEST MATHEMATICS SKILLS 


CO**. 
POSITE 

0 


SPfiUJNC 
L-1 


CAPfTAL- 
EZAT10N 
L*2 


PUNC- 
TUATtON 
L*3 


USAO£ 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W.I 


GRAPHS 
W-2 


REfER- 
ENCES 


TOTAL 

W 


CONCEPTS 
M>1 


PROBLEMS 


TOTAL 

M 


4.3 

.0 
-1.9 
-2.4 


5.5 
- .5 
-2.5 
-3jO 


2.2 
-4.0 


12.0 
5.5 
-U 
^6^ 


1.0 
IjO 
- .8 
-54 


2.0 
3.5 
-4.5 


4^ 
3^ 
-1.7 

-5.3 


3.0 
2.6 
.2 
-2.5 


4.0 
-0 
^1.7 
- .1 


3.0 
2j6 
.3 
-2.3 


3.3 
1.7 
- .4 
-1.7 


e.5 

2.2 
-3.5 
^3.5 


4.1 
1.4 
-5.1 
-2.2 


6.3 
1j6 
-4^ 
-2.9 


4.7 
1^ 

-3.0 


Averages for Grades 3-8 


tCSt 

iXAPY 

V 


TEST n 
REAO- 

R 


TEST L LANOUAOe SKILLS 


TtST W" WORK-STUDY SKttXS 


TESTM jyu 


lThEMATICS skus 


COM* 

posrrc 

0 


spcawG 

L-1 


CAPfTALv 
12ATKW 


PUNC- 
TUATION 


USAGE 
L-4 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W-1 


GRAPHS 


REFER- 
EIICE3 
W<3 


TOTAL 

w 


CONCEPTS 
W-t 


PROOLEMS 
M-2 


TOTAL 

M 


3.5 
.9 
- J 
-1.0 


3.9 
.9 
-l.J 
-1.4 


4.2 
1.5 
- J 
^1.7 


e.3 

3.1 
-1j6 
-3j6 


13 
1.9 
-J.3 

-3lO 


5j6 
1.7 

-2.2 
-2.5 


5.4 
2.0 
-1.4 

-2.7 


4.2 
1.4 
A 
-1.3 


4.6 
.7 

- j6 


4.1 
1.5 
.4 
-1.2 


4.3 
1.2 
A 
-1.0 


4.5 
2.4 
-1.6 
-2.0 


3.0 
1.1 
-2j6 
-1.3 


3.8 

^J» 

-2.1 
-T.6 


4.2 

-1.0 
-1^ 



*This t«bt« h ftfxoduotd by P6fniiuk>n of A. N. Hi«ronyrmi« and itw Iowa Testing Progtm. 



number and percentage of Iowa pupils lo whom the 
ITBS has been administered have remained fairly 
stable over the last 20 years. The ITB-S ^e achieve- 
*ment tests in the areas of vocabulary, reading, lan- 
guage skills, work study skills, and mathematics 
skills. Changes for each S^year period from 1955 
through 1975 for each of the elementary grade fevels 
tor each of the tests are reported in Table 19. 

Results are reported as differences expressed in 
terms of grade equivalent months, using 1965 as a 
base. 

Achievement in the basic skills in Iowa improved 
markedly during the period between 1955 and i960. 
Achievement continued to improve but at a slower 
rate between i960 and 1965. Between 1965 and 
1970 there was a general decline in all areas except 
work-study* with losses being most pronounced in 
language usage and mathematics. Between 1970 
and 1975 ttiere have been substantial losses* partic- 



ularly in the language skills, and particularly in the 
upper grades. Achievement in the lower grades has 
remained fairly stable, and generally the decline has 
become greater as.om goes up the grades. At the 
elementar/ school tevet we conclude that in at least 
one state there are declining achievement t^st 
scores in recent years. 

But how well does this generalize to the natFonal 
scene? Hieronymus and Lindquist (1974) pro\nde a 
comparison of ITBS natFonal norms for 1955, 1963, 
and 1970, and a sumniary of differences is reported 
in Table 19. The authors have reviewed the sampling 
design used for the natFonal normings that took place 
in 1955. 1963. and 1970t to insure that populatFon 
and not sampling differences are being reported in 
Table 20. To the best of their knowledge this is the 
case. The data portray national statistics similar to 
those obtained jn the Stale of k>wa, although the na- 
tional dadine is less niartced and consistent. 
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TABLE 20 



Comparison of 1955) 1963> and 1970 (TBS National Norms: 
Summary of Differences'* 





V 


READ- 

R 


TEST I LANOUACE SKn.LS 


TEST W- WnK.STUOv SK«,LS 


TEST M: mathematics SKlLtS 


COM- 
POSITE 

C 


SPElLlf4G 
L-1 


CAPITAL - 
rZATlOW 

1-2 


PUNC- 
TIIATK)N 


usAce 


TOTAL 

L 


MAPS 
W.l 


GRAPHS 


REFER- 

E^4C€S 
W-3 


TOTAL 

W 


CONCEPTS 
M-l 


PflOeiEMS 
M-2 


TOTAL 

M 


50th 

"64-56 
7 71-64 
' "64-56 
A 71-64 
^ "W-56 
c 71-64 
^ '64-56 
4 71-64 

>a 71-64 
'64-56 

Mean 71-64 
Orff. '64-56 


n J 

-o.e 

1.0 

r8 

0.9 
0.6 
1.4 
0,6 
0.6 
3.6 
1.3 
2.4 

0.9 
1.4 


2.5 
-1,4 

15 
-2.6 

2.2 
-07 

2.6 
-0.6 

2L5 

0^ 

4.3 

-1.2 

2L6 


1.0 
2.1 
1.1 
4,6 

--1.4 
1.5 
Ol4 
4,0 

-1.0 
14 
0.0 
3.0 

0,0 
11 


0.6 
3.3 
-0,9 
6.6 

-2,e 

4.5 

^2.3 
4,4 

-1.6 
6j6 

-0.6 
4j6 

-1.3 
5.0 


-1.6 
-2.0 
OlO 
-2.4 
-1.4 
-0,2 
0.0 
1.6 

-a6 

14 
1.0 
1.6 

-OjI 
OA 


-11 
1,6 

-1j6 
1.4 

-1,6 
2.4 

-0.6 
2.0 

-2.2 
32 
0.0 
0.5 

-1.6 
1.6 


0.0 

1,3 

0,0 

2.6 ' 
-1.4 

2.1 
-0.5 

3.1 
-1.4 

4.2 

-a6 

Z5 

-0.6 
2.6 


0,6 
2.0 
1.2 
3.8 
0.7 
2.0 
1.4 
1.4 
1.2 
1.5 
0l9 
1.6 

1.0 

2.0 


a9 

12 
2.3 
17 
2Lg 
tJZ 
3,4 
1.6 
3.5 
0.5 
03 
2,5 

2.1 
2.1 


1.4 

1.6 

2L0 
2,8 

0,3 

3je 

07 
1.3 
1.0 
216 
1.0 
2.2 

1.1 

2.5 


0.9 
2.3 
17 
14 
1.1 
2,3 
1.5 
1.6 
1.9 
1.6 
0.9 
2L1 

1.3 

2L2 


-1.7 
3,4 

-2.2 
15 

-2.7 
4.4 
0.6 
3j6 
0.6 
1.9 
0.7 
2.6 

-oje 

3,3 


-11 
1.6 

-4.1 
4,6 

-3.0 
2.5 
0.6 
2.6 
0.3 
Ol6 
1J9 
0,6 

-1.2 

2L1 


-2,4 
2L5 

-216 
4.1 

-3,0 
3,4 
0.6 
3.1 
0.7 
1.3 
1j6 
17 

2L7 


* * 
— 1.1 

1.6 

-a4 

2L7 
-1.1 
2.2 
0.6 
22 
0.3 
2.6 
0.4 
2.6 

-0,2 
2,3 



^Taken from the Mamai for Admtt^r^tors. Stjpwvisofs, and Coons^hrs, towa T$$ts of Ba^ SkUis Forms 5 a^x/ 61 authordd ty A, N. Hiefonymus and £. f. 
Undqu^si. and puUtsbed ty Houghton -MiHIin Company 0^74). This table is r«produc8<f by pefmis$"ion of th« p4Jbli$h«r. 



The autliors describe tlie national situation as fol- 
lows. 

Between 1955 and 1963 achievement improved 
rather consistently (or most achievement test 
areas, grade levels, and achievement levels. The 
average change was 3.0 months at the 90lh per- 
centile, 2.3 months at the 50th percentile, and 1.1 
months at the 10th percentile. (Only data for the 
50th percentile is portrayed in Table 19.) 
Overall between 1963 and 1970, differerK:es in 
median composite scores were negligible. How- 
even there were some small but fairly consistent 
qualitative differences among achievement areas, 
grades, and achievement levels. In general the 
changes were positive in the lower grades and 
tended to balance out in the upper grades. 
Gains were fairly consistent in vocabulary and 
work-study skills, but fairly consistent losses oc- 
cun^ed in reading and in some of the language 
skills. Mathematics achievement appears to have 
improved in the lower grades, but in the upper 
grades losses in both concepts and problem solv- 
ing are consistent and sizable. (Hieronymus and 
Lindquist, 1974, p. 66.) 

It is of interest to look as well at experience in an- 
other country. The Canadian Tests of Basrc Skills 
(CTBS) were devefoped along a rationale sfmifar to 
that employed by the ITBS, and are widely used in 
Canada to measure the educational achievement of 
elementary school children. The CTBS were normed 



in both 1966 and 1973, and changes In the achieve- 
ment of elementary school chikJren within the country 
are reflected in changes in grade-equivalent norms 
over the 7-year period. The investigators summa- 
rized the Canadian findings as follows: 
In general, performance on the basic skills was 
lower in 1973 than in 1966: Differences on the 
Composite range from 1.5 grade equivalent 
months in Grade 3 to 6.1 grade equivalent 
(months) in Grade 6. Differences were greatest in 
the four tests of language skills, capitalization in 
particular. This may reflect de-emphasis in instruc- 
tk)n in mechanics of language. The smallest differ- 
ences were in the work-study skills. (King and 
Hieronymus* 1974, p, 56) 
Before we leave the subject of declining achieve- 
ment scores at the elementary level, we should in- 
quire a bit more deeply into the meaning of the 
phenomenon. Year-to-year change in test scores is 
not neiv. For several years until about 1965, achieve- 
ment test scores at both the elementary and secon- 
dary levels were rising. No one got concerned about 
this, because the American puWic was ready to ac- 
cept the idea that every year things were getting bet- 
ter. Yet no factual information was collected that 
showed what kind of schools* teachers, or instruction 
were most potent (n bringing about the academic 
gains. Today we are witnessing declining scores al- 
though the decline, at (east al the elementary level 
where we have data» is not so great that it has wiped 
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ot^ all of the gains of the 1950's and 1960'$. To* 
^day's youngsters In tfie elemenUry schooV have ^ 
higher level of achievement than their counter-parts 
of 20-25 years ago--today's parents. Because 
scores are dectining, educators are being asked to 
give exptanations as to why this is occurring, expla- 
nations that were never required white the scores 
were rising. Yet the fact of the matter is that we have 
precious little factual information about what kind of 
schools, teachers, and ir^truction make for change in 
pupil teaming. Since the purpose of schools is stu- 
dent learnjngt it Is important at any time that we fbr 
cus our attention on how learning gains can be 
maximized within the practical limits offered by the 
schools, and conversely how achievement losses as 
they may occur can be controlled and miriimized. To 
prdvkfe such an analysts woufd go beyond data \ba\ 
is readily available, and hence is beyond the scope 
of tNs paper. It represents, however, the.centraf is* 
sue in declining achievement scores at the elementa- 
ry and secondary level. 

We conctude that dectlning school achievement 
test scores is a pen/asvve phenomenon in k)wa. and 
even the United States may not be alone in witness- 
ing declining achievement test scores at the elemen- 
tary level. Further., declining achievement scores of 
cdlege-bound students would seem to be analogous 
to declining achievement scores at the secondary 
and elementary school levels in that there were 
steady gains to the mid 1960's. score averages 
peakedx and then there were declines. 

Relationship fyetween tests and the curricutun)- A 
related que$tk)n has to do with whether the academ- 
ic outcomes of in$tructk)n have ch£^nged over the 
years so that achievement tests today may not ade- 
quately reflect school achievement. No one has ever 
argued that achievement tests measure all of the sig* 
niffcant academic outcomes of schooling, but rather 
that they measure some of the Important ones. 
Teacher grades are other measures of acaderriic 
teaming, and in many cases these are available for 
comparison with test scores. We sought to determine 
the extent to which the high school and college cur- 
riculum may have become more dissimilar from me 
another over the last 10 years, and at the same time 
the extent to which ACT test scores may have 
changed In their overtap of either. 

To accomplish this Tafote 21 was prepared, show- 
ing over the recent 10-year period correlatk)ns be- 
tween ACT scores and respective college grades, 
high school grades and respective college grades, 
ACT scores and respective high school grades, and 
finally tfie multiple R of the four ACT test scores ver- 
sus respective college grades. This table was based 
on the complete irhstituttonal participa.tion in the ACT 



TABLE 21 

MEDIAN WrmtN COLLEGE CORREUTtONS OF 
ACT SCORES, HIGH SCHOOL GRADES, AND 
COLLEGE GRADES, 1965*75 



Hi^ School GrAdM W. 





1M« 








i«i$ 


\m 


1*71 


ItTS 


EnpUih 


.45 




.39 


.41 


.44 


AO 


.31 


.31 


Mattianuiict 


.37 






A2 


.35 




M 


.34 


Sociil StudtM 


.44 


At 


M 


At 


.40 


M 




M 


SciiAOM 


^ 






M 


.37 


M 


M 


M 


0y*f«ll 


M 


JS 


A2 


A$ 


.53 
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standard Research Service for the appropriate years. 
The results show little change over the bst 10 years 
in the pattern of reiationsNps. ACT scores, high 
school grades, and college grades have about the 
same correlations with one another now as they did 
several years ago. There may be a sJight terKlency 
over the years for htgh school grades to be less cor- 
rela^ wHh coltege grades and for ACT scores to be 
n>ore correlated with high school grades* but ob- 
served changes are small and likely of littie conse- 
quence. 

How do the results in Table 21 interact with the 
known ir>crease in the variability of ACT scores and 
the inflation in high school and college grades? The 
standard deviations for ACT scores, high school 
grades, and college grades are reported in Table 22 
for the same institutions as weie examined in Table 
21. The data show an increase over time in the size 
of the standard deviations for the ACT scoies, and 
stability in the standard desnations for high school 
and college grades. At the same time high school 
and college average grades have been rising. See 
Table 23. With rising means for high school and 
college grades, both grade distributions have be- 
come less normally distributed. Related to this, there 
are more students gettir>g A's and fewer D's and F's 



than before. Charfges of this kind—that is, a dilution 
in the level of quality represented by the hfghest let* - 
ter grade and hesitancy to assign grades of O and F 
according to former achievement standards— tend to 
reduce the magnitude of correlations. 

By itself the increased variability of the ACT scores 
woukJ tend to inflate somewhat the obtained correla* 
tions of the ACT scores with college grades. And by 
itself the rising average of high school and college 
grades, particuiarly since ihey^are on a 4- or S-point 
scale, would decrease the correlations between 
which these variables could enter wrth respect to oth^ 
ers. The obtained correlations between ACT scores 
and college grades presented in Table 21 probatrty 
represent as accurate figures as can be determined, 
representing as they do a balarKe between influ* 
ences to both inflate and deflate the r's. At the same 
time the conelations between high school and col* 
lege grades may be underestimated. There was an- 
other reason why we felt it.would be inappropriate to 
adjust the correlations for variability on ACT scores, 
Such formulas assume the population changes which 
are reflected in the standard deviation have not af- 
fected the standard ertor of estimate or the errors of 
predictiba Such an assumption is questionable when 
college grading standards are undergoing changes in 
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MEDIAN WITHIN COLLEGE STANDARD DEVIATIONS, 1965*1975 
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ACT Scores 5.46 5.69 5.90 6J7 
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Con#9tGr«d*S 1j03 1.03 1.03 1.04 

ACTSooret 4.22 4.36 4>39 4^ 
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Co«WGf*d« .77 .79 .77 .79 

Sourc«: ACT SUindard FkMirch S«rvio» F»*f, 1905-75. 
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TABLE 23 



DISTRIBlinONS OF HKSH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE GRADES. 1962-65 
AND 1974-75, FOR ENROLLED COLLEGE STUDENTS 
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one diractFon (up) and the average level of the popu- 
lation appears to be changing in the opposite direc- 
tion (down). Thus, it was felt that application of the 
formulas which oslensttily ''correct" for changes in 
variability could not be safely applied to the correJa- 
tFons in this setting. 

Where does this leave us in attempting to under- 
stand whether the tests are less related to the high 
school and college curricula than previously? Be- 
cause of the complex of influences and the inade- 
quacy of our statistics to sort them out, we are left 
with a fuz2y picture and an uncertain answer. Forced 
to articulate a conclusion, the most prudent one 
woutd probably be that the tests are likely overlap- 
ping or measuring the curricular content of high 
school and college courses to about the degree they 
atways have. This suggests that there has not been 
a major curricular redirectFon at either the high school 
or college level over the fast 1 0 years. We would not, 
however, want to rule out the possibility that some 
curricular change at either or both has occurred. At 
the same time the data supply preliminary evidence 
that the relationship between the tests and the high 
school and college curricula is approximately the 
same today as it was 10 years ago. 

If we do leave room in our thinking for at least 
some curricular redirection in high school and college 
over thie last 10 years, what form might this have 
taken? We do not have facts with which to answer 
this questk)n, but we do have impressions of experi- 
enced teachers, professors, school administrators, 
and others who have been close to instruction. 
Among the comments that they might give are the 
following. 

It is possible that our schools, and high schools in 
particular, are now teaching more al>stract than con- 
crete knowledge. For example, through the new math 
students may have increased understanding of num^ 
bers and mathematics, but have less experience and 
skill in arithmetic and algebraic operations. Similarly 
many English teachers today may emphasize written 
and oral expression in contrast to punctuation, sen- 
tence structure* or vocabulary. If this line of specula- 
tion has some validity, there has been a slight 
curricular redirection in the schools with thie conse* 
quence that schools are teaching somewhat different 
material than that measured by the various tests. 
Whether schools ought to be teaching this or some* 
thing else is a matter for curriculum specialists, and 
ultimately perhaps the general public, to resolve. 

Impact of the high school decfine on the decline of 
admissions scores. Assuming that average test 
scores for high school graduates are in decline, how 
does this interact with the decline for college-bound 
students? It is instructive to look at thie State of Iowa 
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where we have quality data about both high school 
and coitege^bound students, and can compare ITED 
and ACT figures for Iowa for the same years. In the 
4-year period from 1970-1974, the ITED Composite 
for 11th graders declined approximately 1% of a 
standard deviation per year. During the same 4-year 
period, Iowa college-bound students declined on the 
ACT Composite an average of 4% of a standard de- 
viation per year. It is possible that the population of 
high school students is changing but the pool of col- 
lege-bound students is changing more. At least, this 
would appear lo be the case in one state for these 
years. 

It is desirable to look as well at the years beiore 
1970, since the years just preceding were marked tvy 
a relatively sharp decline followed after 1970 by a 
ptateauing of the score means. For the 4-year period 
from 1966-1970, the ITED composite for Iowa 11th 
graders declined approximately 4% of a standard de- 
viatk>n per year During the same 4-year period, Io- 
wa college-bound students declined on the ACT 
Composite an average of 2% of a standard deviation 
pel year. A somewhat different finding was obtained 
lor Minnesota where for the same years data on both- 
the MSAT and ACT were available. The MSAT de^ 
dined an average of 2% of a standard deviation per 
year, while the college-bound students declined on 
the ACT Composite the same amount. We conclude 
that during the late 1960's, at least in two states, test 
scores for high school students generally declined as 
much or more than the (est scores of college-bound 
students. 

It would appear that the fundamental factor or fac- 
tors responsible for the decline in admissions test 
scores were different for the 1966*1970 period than 
for the 1970-1974 period. For example, from 
1966-1970 much of the dectine in admissions test 
scores could have been due to a dectine in the pop- 
ulation of high school students, while from 
1970-1974 much of the decline could have been due 
to a changed pool of college-bound students. In 
some years one factor may play a more important 
role arid in yet other years the factors may combine 
in their effects. 

We can summarize our examination of the thesis 
that ''students are academically weaker today'* by 
noting several observations. 
1. Recent years have seen declining aptitude and 
achievement test scores for high school students 
generally in Iowa and Minnesota. Both state test- 
ing programs saw a gradual increase in test 
scores up to 1965. In the years immediately fol- 
lowing 1965, a sharp decline occurred, followed 
by a plateauing and gradual decline. From 1965 
through 1971, the per-year average decfine was 
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about 3% to 4% of a standard deviation for high 
school juniors in the two states. During these 
years approximately the same percentage of the 
age cohorts were in school in these states, so the 
decline cannot be attributed to the schools retain- 
ing more low-sa)rir^ would-be dropouts. 
i. Data from the istational Assessment of Education- 
al Progress show that high school age males gen- 
erally outperform females in most areas of 
academic work. Both sexes, however, show de- 
clining averages over time. 

3. There have been declining achievement scores at 
the elementary school level, both in Iowa and na- 
tionally. Achievement in the tower grades has re- 
mained fairly stable and generally the decline has 
become greater as one goes up the grades. 

4. There is at least preliminary evidence that the 
ACT tests are likely measuring the currfcular con- 
tent of high school and college courses about as 
well as they ever dkJ. Assuming that the content 
of the ACT tests have stayed more or less the 
same* this suggests that there has not been a 
major curricular redirectk)n over the last 10 years 
at either the high school or college level, but vve 
would not rule out some curricular redirection at 
either or both. 

5. The decline in admissk)ns test scores would seem 
to be attributable to different factors at different 



points in time. From 1970 to 1974 in Iowa, ACT 
average scores declined about four times as 
much as scores of high school students generally. 
We conclude that for these years the declining 
ACT scores in Iowa were likely due to a chan^d 
pool of college-bound students. On the other 
hand, from 1966 to 1970 in k>wa and Minnesota 
the average scores of high school students geher-^ 
ally declined about twice as much or as much as 
the average scores of ACT-tested students, We 
conclude that for these earlier years the declining 
ACT scores Jn ttiese states were likely due to the 
decline in test scores of high school students 
generally. 

We conclude our analysis of the exptanatk)ns often 
given for declining test scores — the "charged pool of 
college-bound students" thesis and the "students^ are 
acddemk:ally weaker today" thesis — by ob5etVi.fg 
that there is factual evidence to support both. Not 
only is there a hieasure of truth in each explanatton* 
but they likely interact with one another. We have in- 
sufficient data on a national basis to determine which 
explanation has more relevance to declining adniis* 
sions test scores. Whether experience In one or two 
states is simlar to that of other states is at present 
unkfK)wn. though there is evidence even fiere that 
one explanation may explain the situation in some 
years but not in others. 



Response of Colleges «nd Universities to 
Declining Admissions Test Scores 



Some college observers would expect colleges 
and universities to respond to declining admissions 
scores by one or both of two approaches: refuse ad- 
mi5sk)n to an increasing percentage of applicants* or 
admit as noany students as ever but encourage those 
with little academic promise to leave within the first 
term. Those who woukJ expect a senario such as this 
woukJ lilcelyfeel that collegiate standards of academ- 
ic merit are more or less fixed and would preclude 
institutional adaptation to low scoring students. In 
contrast, other observers would expect colleges and 
universities to respond to declining admissions 
scores by accepting and retaining as many students 
as before. They woukJ see the colleges adapting to 
the student applicant pool before them, and motivate 
ed perhaps by institutional financial incentives to 
maintain enrollmentSf woukJ adjust their academic 
standards for admisston and retentton. still others 
might be of the opinion that college admissions 
standards are more implied than real to most stu- 



dents* and consequently whatever the facts may be 
about what colteges are prepared to dOi many of the 
low scoring students on admissions tests woukJ sim- 
ply not enroll in college. 

To investigate the plausibility of these and other 
speculations about the response of colleges to de- 
clining admissions scores* we obtained data from the 
files of ACT Research Services. The Class Profile 
Service provides a descriptk)n to participating col- 
leges of their ACT-tested students who enroll, and a 
like description of ACT-tested students who were in- 
terested in the college but who went elsewhere. This 
permits a comparison for each college or type of col- 
lege between enrolled students and others in the ap- 
plicant pool who for vartous reasons did not enroll In 
addition for institutions that participate in ACT'S Basic 
.or Standard Research Service, data descriptive of 
students who persist through the first term of college 
are available. Consequently, informatton from the 
three reports can be combined to describe students 



27 

31 



who were interested, ervalled> and persisted. These 
data are reported in Table 24 for the 1969-70 and 
the 1974-75 college freshman years, and are avarl- 
aWe by college level College level refers to the high- 
est academic degree offered, with Level I being^ the 
associate, and Level IV the doctorate. 

For each level a college was included only if data 
were available for interested, enrolled, and persisted 
students for each of the two academic years. 



1969-70 and 1974-75. As a preliminary check on 
whether or not these colleges and their students 
were typical of the ACT population because of some 
reason associated with complete data being avail- 
able, we compared means for men, women, and total 
ibr enrolled students at colleges- in the Class Profile 
Service in 1974*75 with the enrolled studer^ts in the 
subset of colleges presented in Table 24.* We cqn- 
clude that the population statistics for Levels I and III 



TABLE 24 



Flow of Students to Oiffersnt Levels of Colleges and 
Institutions, 1969-70 and 1974-75: ACT Composite 
IWtins & Standard Deviations by Sex, College Level, and 
Student Status 
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colleges are similar to those reported in Table 24> 
and that Ihe population means for Levels II and IV 
are somewhat higher than reported. 

If the data in Jsbie 24 are reasonably satisfactory 
estimates of ACT statist for the years, college lev* 
els. and student groups Indicaled. the following gen- 
eralizations can be drawn. 

1. The decline in test scores has affected interested, 
enrolled, and persisted students at all college lev- 
els. 

2. The decline has been greater for women than for 
men at all college levels and for all student 
groups. 

3. At all levels except Level I (the 2-year colleges), 
enrolled students have higher scores than inter- 
ested students. The difference between enrolled 
and interested students is greatest and holding Its 
own over time at Level IV colleges (doctoral- 
granting universities). 

4. At all levefs> persisted students have Ngher 
scores than enrolled students. The greatest differ- 
ence between persisted and enrolled sludents is 
at Levels I (2-year) and II (baccalaureate -grants 
ing) coleges. A sizable difference is continuing at 
Level I colleges, but is recent al Level II colleges. 

5. The variabHity of test scores is increasing for all 
studeni groups in all levels. 

6. The percentage of women has increased over the 
years in all student groups, but the increase is 
most marked in Level I (2-year) coleges. 

To give a specific answer to the question posed at 
the beginning of this sectton. we conclude that ool- 
feges have responded to declining tes} scores by 
adapting. Colleges at all levels are today enrolling 
and retaining students with lower admissions lesl 
scores than previously, although there are differ* 
ences In the magnitude in which this is occurring 
among college levels and undoubtedly among col* 
leges within a level. That ibe colleges are adapting ts 
clear, but how and how successfully the colleges are 
adapting to toda/s students are interesting questions 
which unfortunately go beyond the data available to 
us. 



*AHog«ltwr, the nufnt)er of enroM colfegs students for which 
we had data lor 19Ti*75 for Levels f. II, llf. and IV ooUegee was. 
respectively. 10933$. 64.954, 96^17 and 134,320. and the num^ 
ber of ooVe9es. again by level, was 431. 337. 1S9. and 112. Ex- 
cept tof Levels I and III whefe txXh satnplts yielded aboul the 
same statislfcs. (he ACT Composite means for coH^ges in the 
19/4^7$ Clasi Pto^ Service were up to .5 iitgher than those re^ 
ported ir^ TaMe 20. 



We have reviewed a considerabfe amourtt of infer* 
matFon in this report. Perhaps we can briefly restate 
the most saliertt points. 

1. There is evidence that today we have a different 
group of people writing college admissiohs tests.., ^ 
As contrasted with several years ago, today there- 
are more low scorir>g ACT-tested students and 
about the same nuniber of high scoring students. 
Many of these low scoring students are wonien. 

In fact, there has been considerable decline in 
ACT score averages for women, with less decline, 
for men. At the $anf>e time more women are writ* 
ing the ACT tests. These women, in turn, are at* 
tending 2-year colfeges. This suggests that at 
least some of the ACT test score decline could be 
due to different people taking the test today in 
comparison with several years ago. 

2. There is also evtdehce that our current test takers 
are less well prepared. Students In the elementary 
and secondary school today are showing tower 
soores-on-^achievement tests than their counter- 
parts of five and ten years ago. At the sanr>e time 
{here is preliminary evidence that In recent years 
the ACT tests, and presumably, other achieve- 
ment tests> are assessing school and colle^ cur* 
ricula about as adequately as before. 

3. The decline in ACT scores would seem to be at- 
tributable at some times to different people taking 
the tests, and at other times to the test takers 
being less well prepared. 

4. Colleges and universities have adapted to declin- 
ing admisskxis test scores. At all levels* colleges 
today are enrolling and retaining students with 
lower ACT test scores than prevk)usly. 

At the conclusk)n of a prelimirtary study on a popu- 
lar topk:— and this study is certainly that— some final 
remarks are in order. We are at the point where de- 
dining test scores for a state or school district is a 
news-worthy item. So interested is the public that 
frequently the story makes the frortt page of newspa- 
pers. The articles, however, are usually short on 
facts and tong on opink)ns. 

The greatest barriers to intelligent fact-finding and 
discussion are undoubtedly kleotogy and vested in* 
(erests. Anti*education and pro-educatk)h ktoologies 
come into play. Education critics who see current ed- 
ucation practice as basically wrong use declining 
scores to blame educators and the schools. At the 
other extreme some educators react defensively, 
wishing to protect the schools. At the worst they con- 
ceal data descriptive of the facts, at the best tt>ey in* 
discriminanttyvblame parents, TV, and other factors 
exiernal to the schools. Some tesling agencies them* 
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selves are protective of their tests, and assert before 
any investigation has occurred that whatever should 
be blamed for declining scores they are certain tt \s 
not the tests. It did not help interests of fact-finding 
Of open discussion that when stories of declining ad- 
missions scores first appeared in newspapers, it was 
generally with the implication that something was 
wrong wrth the schools. A major question is whether 
or not anti-education feeling today is so crystallized 
and become so adamant that the general enworv 
ment does rK>t permit open discussion of the facts. 
This does not seem to be the case, in the writer's 
opinion. 

To raise the level of discussion at this point, it 
woufd be hetpful if commentators first gathered facts 
about the subject before they assessed blame and 
paraded their opinions about what is wrong with the 



world. Not only should facts form educated opinion, 
but the opinion itsetf should, be amenable to further 
fact-gathering and eventual confirmation, rejection; or 
resnsion. tt likewise is not constructive to stert blam- 
ing teachers, parents, or whtat have you. No matter 
where achievement scores are, we would like them 
higher, tt is in the publk; interest at any time for 
schools to be more effective in helping youngstei^ 
learn. 

We know enough about declining admissk)ns test 
scores to realize that it is a complicated questton. It 
is not, however, so complfcated-thkat we can never 
hope to understand it better than we do today. Our 
current understanding of the phenomenon is certainly 
incomplete, but on the basis of incomplete informa- 
tion knowledge devebps. To make a beginning was 
the purpose of this report. 
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